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Welcome to the 2017 Executive Coaching Survey.  

 
This market research is a service of Sherpa Coaching, a team of 
coaches, authors, educators, and researchers working across 
the world via telepresence, and based in Cincinnati, Ohio, USA. 
Your research team consists of Karl Corbett, Managing Partner 
and Joseph Valeri, Chief Researcher at Sherpa Coaching along 
with Shawn Herbig and his IQS Research organization. 
 

 
 
This year’s research is sponsored by:  
 

     University of Georgia Center for Continuing Education, Athens 
     University of New Mexico Anderson School of Management, Albuquerque 
     Howard University School of Business, Washington, D.C. 
     Sherpa Coaching, Cincinnati, Ohio  

 
This year, as always, we polled coaches, clients, HR and training professionals, and a wider 
group of professionals with an interest in leadership development.  
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With thanks to our sponsors and supporters, the Executive 
Coaching Survey is a market research project now in its 
twelfth year. Through this market research, you will 
discover how to make the most of coaching as a service for 
your organization – or as a career for yourself. 

 
 
What exactly is Executive Coaching? Let’s draw some 
distinctions between two general areas of discipline: ‘executive coaching’ and ‘business 
coaching’. What are some of the differences in emphasis, focus, and training between these 
two types of coaching? 
 

 
 
Business coaching is an alternative term for consulting, as research shows:  
 
“Many business coaches refer to themselves as consultants, a broader business relationship 
than one which exclusively involves coaching.”    

 
Lorber, Laura (10 April 2008). "Executive Coaching – Worth the Money?". The Wall Street Journal. 

 
We ask respondents to identify themselves, with two of the choices being:  

 business coach (working to develop client’s knowledge and skills) or  
 executive coach (working to permanently enhance business behavior).  

 

 

http://blogs.wsj.com/independentstreet/2008/04/10/executive-coaching-worth-the-money/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Wall_Street_Journal
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Defining the Industry 

 

To gather insightful and useful data we need to distinguish between coaching, training, 
consulting, and other professional positions. It also allows us to separate and analyze 
answers that come specifically and exclusively from executive coaches. We can make direct, 
factual comparisons between different types of professionals. 
 
So, let's focus specifically on executive coaching and what it means. 

 
We need a clear, academically sound definition of the role of an executive coach. One early 
definition described coaching as something that would: “…produce extraordinary results” 
and “…enhance quality of life.” However, the definition can’t be promotional or guarantee 
specific results, so that language didn’t last long. 

 
 
An accurate and viable definition of executive coaching should provide specific information 
that distinguishes it from other coaching – such as life, sports, fitness or business coaching.   
 

 
 
The most widely accepted definition of executive coaching 
defines it as "regular meetings between a business leader and a 
trained facilitator, designed to produce positive changes in 
business behavior in a limited time frame.” * 
 
 
 

This definition of executive clarifies: 
    Who coaches are: trained facilitators 
    What coaches do: produce positive changes in business behavior 
    When things happen:  on a set schedule within a limited time frame 
    How they do it: through regular ongoing meetings 

 
* Definition from 'The Sherpa Guide: Process-Driven Executive Coaching’ (Thomson 2005)  
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Over the last twelve years, the Sherpa Coaching 
definition has been adopted by numerous trade 
associations and universities. This annual survey, 
including this definition of executive coaching, has been 
disseminated or promoted over the years by countless 
organizations and publications, including: 
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        Coaching Constants 

 
The world of executive coaching changes as markets, practices, and local economies change. 
Monitoring trends puts us in great position to make predictions about the coaching industry 
and provide insight for coaches and clients. However, identifying trends is only one side of 
the coin. While many aspects of the coaching world have changed (or will change) some 
remain constant. With 12 years of survey data at our fingertips, not only do we see what 
changes, but we can also see what aspects of the industry remain constant.  
 
"Coaching Constants" are areas of executive coaching that don't seem to change at all. What 
can these valuable Coaching Constants tell us about the state of executive coaching? 

 
 

Value & Credibility  

 
As the coaching industry has matured, the perceived ‘value of 
coaching’ has become very firmly established. The value of 
coaching started trending from mediocre to very high 10 
years ago, and quickly leveled off. For eight straight years:  
 

 Over 90% of respondents rated the value of coaching as 
somewhat or very high.  
 
From 2011-2014 it was over 95%. We stopped asking the 
question because the answer was clear.  

 

With the high value of coaching firmly established, the ‘credibility of coaching’ emerged as 
another Coaching Constant. Although credibility started at a lower level, for five 
consecutive years going into 2016: 
 

 Over 90% agreed that the credibility of coaching was somewhat or very high.  
 
It became such a slam dunk guarantee that we didn't include even include the question 
this year! 

 
 
  



 
 

11 

  Coaching Constants  

Standards 

 
First, we saw the value and credibility of coaching trend upward and level off. Then clients 
started to really “buy in” to the coaching industry – literally and figuratively – and more 
Coaching Constants emerged.  
 
Who needs an executive coach most?  
 
The three options on the survey are:  

 people with a specific problem or challenge  
 those who need leadership development  
 individuals in transition 

 
This is another question where trends emerged before leveling out into constants. The third 
option, 'individuals in transition,' has hovered at 20% for every single year of the survey. The 
other two options trended in opposite directions before starting to level out. 'People with a 
specific problem or challenge' is leveling out at 20%, and about 60% of survey respondents 
have consistently said an executive coach is most needed by 'people who need leadership 
development.'  
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  Coaching Constants  

When clients need to hire a coach how do they find one? One option here has dominated 
the rest, but this Coaching Constant is under siege. About 73% of people find a coach through 
personal reference – far more than all the other options (web search, trade association, 
LinkedIn, and service broker) combined. But while personal reference stands above the rest, 
web search nearly doubled over the last 3 years. As information technology and social media 
expand, other methods of finding a coach may cause the number of people relying on 
personal reference to decrease. What was once a Coaching Constant is starting to change. 
 

 
 

 
Processes & Background  

 
So far, we've seen a few Coaching Constants: from the value and credibility of coaching to 
who needs coaching and how they find it. Let’s look at a few survey questions about coaches’ 
processes and backgrounds.   
 

 

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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When this research started in 2005 the field of executive coaching was still in its formative 
years. Hundreds of coaching schools opened and closed. Trade organizations came and 
went. The role and definition of coaching remained poorly defined. Coaches themselves 
were confused about what they did – and what exactly to call it. Since then, the industry has 
matured, developing some standards and constants along the way. 
 

 
 

The average age of executive coaches hasn’t changed much over the years. New coaches 
enter the market, but they do not encounter a barrier to entry created by an over-saturated 
market. There is turnover, and the average age of coaches doesn't change. How can we tell? 
 
Rather than their age, what we see increasing is coaches’ tenure – their years of service. 
The number of veteran coaches with 10 or more years of experience increases every year. 
This indicates that executive coaching has become a more clearly defined and stable 
professional field. 
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There are three main reasons coaches are hired. Coaching is used to solve specific behavioral 
problems, to assist in transition and to develop ‘up and coming’ leaders.  
 

 
In the first Executive Coaching Survey, published in 2006, 
behavioral problems were a big part of the rationale for executive 
coaching. Now, the emphasis has clearly moved to something 
different: leadership development. 
 
 

 
In 2009, responses started to show this change. Over the years, the figures have moved 
constantly in one direction. Two years ago, we said “this trend won’t be reversed.” Last year, 
for the first time ever, ‘a specific problem or challenge’ became the least likely reason that 
someone would be paired with an executive coach. This year’s data confirms the change in 
rankings.  
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 The Purpose of Coaching 

 
 

 Over the years, the purpose of coaching has shifted from problem solving toward 
proactive leadership development.  

 
 Today, overwhelmingly, business leaders see leadership development as the key 
purpose of coaching.  

 
 Having a coach is now the mark of an up and coming leader. 

 
 

 

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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There are two basic schools of thought in coaching. One approach involves 
identifying and working on strengths. The other focuses on identifying and correcting 
weaknesses, or deficits. Let’s look at the differences between what we call Appreciative 
Inquiry (focusing on strengths) and the Deficits Approach (focusing on weaknesses):  
 

Strengths 

 
Advocates of strengths-based coaching, drawing from positive psychology, will say: “Know your strengths, craft 
your life around them and you will be happier, more productive and reach your goals. Positive psychology 

supports change by focusing on positive emotion and core strengths -- rather than negative emotion and 
overcoming weaknesses”.  

 
 

Weaknesses 

 
The weakness-based approach says: “Your strengths have gotten you where you are. Dealing with weaknesses 
in behavior is the only way to get to the next level.” Advocates of the deficit approach include Marshall 
Goldsmith and ‘Sherpa Guide’ author Brenda Corbett, who writes: "Often, a client has reached a plateau with 
his strengths, but is stuck because of his weaknesses.” 

 
 

Although it’s not an either-or situation, which approach 
did the 2017 Executive Coaching Survey find is favored?  
 
Many coaches use some aspects of both approaches, but 
77% favor working with strengths rather than weaknesses. 
That number is up from 70% last year and 68% in 2015.  
 

 

 
Every coach deserves fair compensation for their work. Individual coaches can compare their 
rates to the survey's global numbers, based on approach, type of client, and other important 
factors. The 2017 survey indicates that deficits coaches charge higher rates for their services.  
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 Strengths versus Weaknesses  

 
Nearly two thirds (61%) of coaches who prefer the Deficits Approach charge over $300 per 
hour, while closer to half (54%) of Appreciative Inquiry coaches do. 
 

 

 

 

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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   Strengths versus Weaknesses 

 
   
 
Do different types of business professionals favor one approach more than the overall 
averages? It turns out that HR & Training Professionals are more likely than business people 
or executive coaches to prefer focusing on weaknesses.  
 
About a third of HR professionals favor the Deficits Approach. Other professionals are split 
about 25% to 75% in favor of strengths. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

http://www.lloydkhan.com/Howarduni/the-howard-university-sherpa-executive-coaching-certification-program/
http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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    Strengths versus Weaknesses 

 
As coaching evolves in different regions, the approach that coaches choose and executives 
favor varies from one place to the next. National culture also contributes to the approach 
people choose for coaching. North Americans are most likely, among major markets, to 
select the deficits approach. Australians are most likely to work with strengths.  
 
Here is a comparison from the three most-reported markets for 2017: 
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  Measuring the Benefits 

The only way to gauge whether results are improving is to measure them. How 
do business leaders measure the benefits of coaching?  
 

 
360 Feedback, a before-and-after method pioneered many years ago by 
Marshall Goldsmith, is used most, 29% of the time. Other common 
methods include ‘Well-being and Engagement’ and ‘Performance Reviews,’ 
which are both used 20% of the time. The 2017 survey found our newest 
measure, IOB (Impact on Business), in fourth place, with traditional ROI and 
‘Effectiveness of Learning’ on the lower end of the scale. 
 

 
 

Compared to last year, the two lowest-rated methods, ROI and Effectiveness of Learning, 
fell further. Well-being and engagement lost about 10% of its support, dropping from 22% 
to 20%.   Performance reviews surged from 16% to 20%, and Impact on Business picked up 
two points, from 13% to 15%. 360 stayed constant at 29%. 
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 Measuring the Benefits 

 
With so many different methods in use it can be helpful to see which type of professionals 
use which methods. Do all professionals use the 360 Feedback method most? Who uses 
Performance Reviews or Impact on Business?  
 
The 2017 survey shows that HR, training, and other professionals actually prefer to measure 
the benefits of coaching through IOB: Impact on Business. Executive coaches only use IOB 
13% of the time while Human Resources people use it considerably more often, 33% of the 
time.  
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 Measuring the Benefits 

 
Over the last few years, the number of executive coaches using 
ROI to measure the benefits of coaching has hovered at 10% or 
less. In a notable change, the number of consultants (business 
coaches) who use ROI to measure coaching’s value dropped 
from 33% to 25% three years ago, and now stands at 19%.  
 

 
 
In addition to collecting an extensive amount of quantitative data, the annual survey 
gathers some qualitative data as well. Respondents are asked to provide their own open-
ended comments about the benefits of coaching. While responses varied to some degree, 
some clear themes emerged from these comments: 1) improved awareness, 2) lasting 
behavioral changes, and 3) improved relationships in all aspects of life, not just business.  
 
An improved sense of awareness (of self and others) was mentioned literally hundreds of 
times by those who took the 2017 survey.    
 

• A business coach from Toronto, Canada mentioned “knowing yourself and elevating 
your awareness” as benefits of coaching.  

• A UK business professional commented that “greater levels of self-awareness and 
awareness of others [creates] more trusting and effective relationships, enabling a 
shift in organizational performance.” 

 
Tied in with the theme of improved awareness is the idea of creating real, lasting changes 
in behavior.  
 

• A coach in Canada said the benefits of coaching include “the direct one-to-one 
contact of learning, applying and evaluating,” and that “the chances of noticeable 
improvement are greatly enhanced with one-to-one coaching.”  

 

 

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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 Measuring the Benefits 

 

• A UK coach points out that “clients feel they have achieved change through their 
own effort,” which is a key point mentioned by many others.  

• A coach in the Washington D.C. area says a great coach “creates meaningful 
behavior change that the client can sustain over time and that improves the well-
being and effectiveness of the individual, team, and organization.”  

 
Many other coaches, HR staff, and business professionals echoed the same thoughts. 
Several also pointed out that these lasting changes go beyond the business world and 
create improved relationships and successful endeavors in other aspects of life. 
 

• A coach from the Southeast region of the USA says a coach’s role is “navigating 
client breakthroughs to transform the human capital attitudes and performance in 
their respective industry.”  

• A German coach pointed out that great coaching teaches leaders “to be authentic 
and autonomous. Becoming a leader is authentic with becoming yourself, and … 
success is due to your ability to communicate, negotiate, and lead.” 

 
Comments like these showed up extensively throughout the 2017 annual survey. Finally, 
this comment, from a business professional in Calgary, Canada, touches on all 3 of these 
themes. The benefits of coaching include gaining “self-awareness which translates into 
effective behavior, on-the-job application, and life fulfillment.” 
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The role of executive coaching in the modern business organization is now firmly 
established. The perceived value and the credibility of coaching stand at record highs. 

 
Every year we have a chance to see what people predict about coaching 
and compare that with actual results.  Optimism about demand for 
coaching has faded slightly over the last three years. Last year more than 
5% of coaches changed their positive estimations to neutral or negative, 
perhaps reflecting economic uncertainty. 
 
Take a look at the anticipated demand for executive coaching in the 
coming year. Optimism has cooled over the last few years, back to 2011 
levels, as this graph shows:  
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You may have heard of the Consumer Confidence Index – a tool that measures the state of 
the economy based on consumer data. We’ve developed a similar tool to analyze the state 
of the coaching industry based on several factors that affect it: 
 

   Perceived credibility  
   Perceived value  

   Optimism from coaches and clients 

   Change in billing rates 
   Change in coaches’ workloads 

   The state/direction of the economy 
 

 
What direction is the field of executive coaching headed? To 
better answer this question, we developed a tool called the 
Coaching Confidence Index (CCI). The CCI gives us a snapshot of 
the industry’s direction by combining a variety of important 
factors.  
 

We’ve tracked an extensive amount of data as the world economy has shifted over the years. 
We can combine data from these categories to create the CCI: inflation-adjusted rates 
charged by coaches; the number of clients they serve; predictions about demand; the 
amount of effort coaches put into marketing; and more. We continue to fine tune this 
formula each year.  

 
 

 
A few years ago, the Coaching Confidence Index improved at a healthy rate. This 
improvement reflected economic recovery, which led to higher employment and larger 
budgets for professional development. For three years, the coaching market settled in to a 
very stable position. 
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     The Coaching Confidence Index 

 
After three solid years, the CCI fell sharply the past two years. The current index is again 
negative (below 100). Factors including the number of clients seen, a decrease in billing rates 
and lower optimism have pulled the index back significantly, with little change this year over 
last.  
 
 

 
 

 

  

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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The landscape of marketing and promotion has changed in recent years. Advertising and 
networking now go way beyond the traditional methods of the past. This year, for the second 
time, we asked executive coaches how they make the public aware of their services. 
Respondents chose among these options:  
 
Brochures 
Direct Mail 
Facebook 
Google Plus 

Internet ads 
LinkedIn 
Newsletter 
Personal networks 

Twitter 
Website 
YouTube 

 
 
Coaches who responded to each item indicated 
whether they used the medium or planned to use 
it. This distinction gives us clues about how the 
climate of marketing will continue to evolve. Based 
on the data we found the ‘big three’ to be personal 
networks, websites and LinkedIn. Over 70 percent 
of executive coaches make use of these three, or 
plan to.  In the next tier, we found that coaches use 
direct mail, Facebook, newsletters and Twitter. 
 
Taking into account the number of coaches responding and their current or planned use, we 
created a power ranking, rating each medium on a scale of 1 to 100.  
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 How Coaches Market Their Services 

 
 

 
 

 
 The newsletter passed Twitter this year in our power rankings. 
 
 Only two of the top eleven, YouTube and Internet ads, showed more coaches 
planning to use versus already using. 

 

The survey identified five media that the greatest number of coaches is planning to use. You 
would expect the majority of new promotion to fall in these categories, in order of 
importance: 
 

 YouTube (far and away the top choice in planning) 
 Newsletter and Facebook (high intent) 
 Website and LinkedIn (moderate intent) 
 Direct mail and Internet ads (low intent) 
 Brochures, Twitter, Google Plus and networking (lowest level of intent) 

 
Note: Networking is so highly used that few coaches are still planning to use it, hence the low score in this area.  
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Executive coaches, like any other service professionals, must connect with their 
clients. There are time-honored traditions, and brand new ways to 

communicate a message and build a network.  Some ways of ‘spreading the word’ are free. 
Others come at a cost. Every method takes time and energy.  
 
 
 How do people actually find their coaches? The 
market tells us that people find coaches through 
‘personal references’ a vast majority of the time. They 
also use web searches, trade associations, service 
brokers and LinkedIn. Personal references, however, 
are used ten times more often than any other method, 
at 73%. The other four combined for a total of 27%. 
 

 
 
Over the last two years, however, it seems that people are using web searches to replace 
personal networking, brokers lost effectiveness in reaching clients. LinkedIn maintained its 
4% share. Trade association directories showed little gain from two years ago.  
 
As technology makes it easier for people to connect remotely, will the need for personal 
referrals decline further? We will continue investigating and look for new trends in this 
area. 
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Delivery and Technology 

 
 

 
Technology has changed the way coaches and clients interact. We first 
reported the use of webcams and applications such as Skype in 2009. 
Between 2011 and 2012, use of these methods exploded. More than half 
of coaches and clients experience webcam coaching to some extent, and 
nearly a quarter (21%) of all coaching services are delivered that way.  

 

 
Nearly 100% of coaching clients (and purchasers of coaching services) prefer ‘face-to-face’ 
coaching.   
 
Seven years back, 85% of coaches had in-person meetings with clients, at least some of the 
time. Four years ago, that number had climbed to 93%. Almost every coach meets their 
clients in person, at least some of the time.  

 
But when it comes to the overall number of meetings, 
and how services are delivered, the percentage of 
coaching delivered in-person has fallen in the last 
seven years, now hovering around 35%. That is 
happening because high-definition video conferencing 
(HD) is starting to replace the in-person meeting. In 
person meetings are dropping by almost the same 
amount at which HD is rising.  
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    Delivery and Technology 
 
 
We separate high-definition videoconferencing from web-based video, which STILL has 
limitations that interfere with the quality of a conversation. Large screen, high definition 
systems deliver consistently high image quality, synchronized audio and video, and real-
time delivery, without lags or dropouts. High definition studios are becoming more widely 
available to coaches and clients at larger firms and shared office centers.  

 

 
Percentage of Coaching Meetings, by delivery method used: 
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Coaching can be an expensive endeavor. It can be risky, too, since not all coaches produce 
lasting results. Leaders at the top of an organization have the most influence, and seem to 
be the most obvious place to allocate coaching resources. There is also benefit to be had 
coaching at lower levels, and coaching the ‘rising stars’ in an organization.  
 
Where is the money going? Here’s the global breakdown for 2017: 
 

 
 

Executive coaching, in its early days, was being democratized, spreading across ‘all levels in 
the organization’. Then, several years ago, it became the province of senior leaders and, 
even more so, reserved for top executives. Coaching became more exclusive. The number 
of organizations that reserved coaching for top executives grew, year by year, for five years 
or more.  
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 Who Gets a Coach?  

 
The pendulum has swung back toward democratization, as confidence is restored in world 
economies. The number of organizations with coaching ‘at all levels’ is on the rise. Coaching 
for ‘senior managers only’ is also rising.  

 
 

 
Internal coaches work at lower levels, while coaching 
engagements at higher levels are often reserved for veteran 
external coaches. Issues of objectivity and confidentiality come 
into play, as external coaches are far more likely to work with 
top-line executives. This year, there was a shift toward outside 
coaches for ‘top-line executives’. 
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 Who Gets a Coach?  

 

 
North America places high in the race for unrestricted access to 
executive coaching. The US and Canada are in a virtual tie, with over a 
third of all organizations seeing coaching delivered ‘at all levels’. Both 
countries saw an increase of coaching ‘at all levels’ last year. This year, 
there was a move toward coaching for senior managers. Coaching 
reserved for ‘top-line executives’ fell slightly.  
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Women in Leadership 

 

This year, for the first time, we investigated several questions aimed specifically 
at issues related to women in leadership. While these issues aren't new, they're relevant to 
organizations and business professionals around the world. With Sherpa's annual survey, 
we're able to gather data that reveals peoples' perceptions in addition to facts on various 
topics. The perception of leaders, coaches, HR & training staff, and other business 
professionals reflects how organizations operate and reveals an overall attitude towards 
women in leadership.  
 

 
 
What can we draw from the data? What does the survey tell us about overall perceptions of 
women in leadership? One thing we're able to do is break down the results and compare 
men's versus women's perceptions. We can also look at age differences – do younger 
executives see things differently than older ones? 
 
If different groups' perceptions differ by a wide margin, it might indicate a disconnect. It 
might show what needs improvement in terms of women's opportunities to advance to 
positions of leadership. Overall, the 2017 survey results paint a fairly optimistic picture. As 
you look at the following data, you'll see that we're generally doing well. Our industry-
leading survey will continue to investigate these questions and look for emerging trends. 
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 Women in Leadership 

 
We asked the following four questions about women in leadership. Survey respondents 
answered on a 5-point scale: always, usually, sometimes, rarely, never. 
 

• If women have the skills, they are given equal opportunity for advancement. 

• Men and women are equally aware of opportunities when they arise. 

• Both men and women have an equal chance to hold positions of power. 

• My organization values women as leaders. 
 

Looking at our 2017 responses, we appear to be in good shape overall: 
 

 
 
What can we make of these results? 'Always' and 'Usually' dominate the responses, and 
'Never' doesn't even show up. On one hand, no one fully thinks women have equal 
opportunity – 'Always' doesn't hit 100% in any of the questions. But 'Rarely' scored very low, 
and the majority answered that women are highly valued as leaders. 
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 Women in Leadership 

 
Let's look at the data another way and …  
 
We can use a 5-point rating system. The 'Always' answers get 5 points. 'Usually' earns 4 
points, 'Sometimes' gets 3, 'Usually' gets 2, and 'Never' scores 1 point. Here's how our 4 
questions perform in the 5-point rating system: 
 

o Equal chance for advancement    4.11 
o Equally aware of opportunities    4.18 
o Equal chance to hold power         4.23  
o Women are valued as leaders     4.55 

 
Every question scores between 4 and 5, so let's zoom in a little closer: 
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 Women in Leadership 

 

Organizations tend to value women as leaders, with a rating over 4 ½ points. However, 
survey respondents tend to think women don't quite have an equal chance for 
advancement. Nor are they equally aware of advancement opportunities. Both questions 
scored nearly a half point lower. The difference here could indicate that most organizations 
hold a positive attitude toward women in leadership – but don't quite give them an equal 
chance to get there. Both questions about women as leaders scored higher than the two 
questions about women becoming leaders.  
 

Let's dig deeper into these results and break down some of these questions by gender, age, 
and other factors. 
 

Executives are more likely than HR and training staff to say: 
 

 

 

  

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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The University of California, Berkeley, defines performance management as “an ongoing 
process of communication between a supervisor and an employee that occurs throughout 
the year, in support of accomplishing the strategic objectives of the organization. The 
communication process includes clarifying expectations, setting objectives, identifying 
goals, providing feedback, and reviewing results.” 

 
Performance management is the way an organization ensures that its 
goals, large and small, are being met proficiently and efficiently. 
Performance management can focus on the entire organization, a 
department, specific processes and, of course, people. When individuals 
are the focus, data is collected, performance is measured against ideals 
and results are shared in an event called the performance appraisal.  

 
 
When there is a difference between ideal results and actual results, the performance 
management system is supposed to proscribe activities that improve performance. That can 
mean any number of things. There is always the division between skills and behavior. 
Performance enhancement will, most obviously, work on skills and knowledge. That means 
testing and training, to see how much people know and what they need to learn.  
 
Organizations with a ‘coaching culture’ include questions about business behavior in their 
performance evaluations, and may recommend behavioral change for performance 
improvement that includes one-on-one coaching, or training in coaching skills. It is not 
apparent that people can do this successfully, however. This year, we saw a drop in the 
number of organization who included questions about business behavior in their 
performance management systems and reviews.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
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 Performance Management  

 
Our 2015 report showed a high incidence of coaching being ‘usually’ integrated into 
performance management.   
 

 
 
INFO 2017 showed a much higher incidence of coaching being ‘always’ integrated into  
performance management.   
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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Prior years’ research tells us that coaching will never be regulated. We know that the 
industry reaches standards all on its own, with no outside intervention. Case in point: the 
use of assessments as a coaching tool. Over time, every coach came to use an assessment. 
Five assessments dominate the market. Their market share doesn’t change, year to year. 
This standard of practice is so firmly embedded that we no longer ask about it.  

 
 
So, what standards is the industry developing for the future? How do we distinguish trends 
from emerging standards? 
 
If the entire executive coaching industry moves one way or the other over time, it is a trend. 
However, trends can be influenced by fads, fashion or the state of the economy. Not every 
trend becomes a standard. 
 
For a trend to become a standard, it needs three characteristics: 
 

      It shows steady growth in one direction over a period of years. 
      It will lead to a universal practice of some sort. 
      We see widespread adoption of this practice by coaches just entering the 
market. 

 
 
Let us take some examples: 
 
Will we ever see a standard duration for a coaching 
engagement? Not likely. There are really no trends in 
either direction. There is a strong minority favoring 
engagements of three months or less. The majority 
favors engagements of six to twelve months. The 
number of coaches and clients who opt for ‘open-
ended’ engagements is small, but it has not changed 
over the years. No trends, no standards.  
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 Standards of Practice 

 
Will all coaches eventually follow a published process, similar to those used in accounting 
and financial planning? Not likely. There has been agreement with that idea over the years, 
but support leveled off six years ago.  
 

 
 

As coaches take part in this study, they write in the process they use, if any. Again this year, 
the most widely-used process for coaches is the Sherpa process, focused on weaknesses. In 
second place, coaches list ICF Competencies, which does not seem to be a process in the 
truest sense. The next highest mention goes to the Coactive process, which focuses on 
strengths. These numbers include business coaches and life coaches.   
 

To look at this data carefully, we can ignore coaches who do not follow 
a process, those that did not specify one, and processes only 
mentioned by one coach worldwide.  
 
Now, let’s focus on executive coaches only. Use of the Sherpa process 
is reported by 28% of those who specify one. The ICF Competencies 
and the Coactive process are reported by 17% and 16% of coaches, 
respectively. GROW and Sociedade Brasiliera de Coaching trail, with a 
market share of 5% or less. The list, going past the first five slots, 
changes from year to year.  
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We can split executive coaches into two general categories: internal and external. Let’s 
review again how their roles differ. 
 

What image comes to mind when you picture an executive 
coach? Most are outside experts. These external coaches – 
often from a one-person shop – offer independent services to 
several client companies. They are professionals assigned to 
coach employees of various organizations and businesses. 
Ninety four percent of coaches this year described themselves 
as external coaches.  
 

As internal coaches gain experience and seniority, they can take on higher-level assignments, 
working with top leaders in an organization. Often, however, their reach is limited as an 
employee. As time goes on, many internal coaches go independent, to take full advantage 
of their experience.  
 
The following comments highlight some of the different roles and responsibilities of internal 
versus external coaches: 

 
An executive coach and trainer from Los Angeles, California told us: “Clients experience a release 
from the circularity of their own thinking process, which is augmented by external coaches who can 
provide a level of confidentiality unavailable to internal coaches.” 
 
 
A veteran executive coach in Phoenix, Arizona says her clients have “freedom to be honest and 
vulnerable with someone who is committed to supporting growth but detached from internal 
communication, reporting systems and career decisions.”  
 

 
  

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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 Internal and External Coaches 

 
This year’s study shows an increase in the number of men working as internal coaches, now 
comprising nearly 50% of all internal coaches. That would indicate that men have entered 
the ranks of coaching in greater numbers than women recent years.  Women still dominate 
among the ranks of external coaches, at 62% of the total, an increase from five years ago.   
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Internal and External Coaches 

 
Since internal coaches and their clients often work in the 
same building, you would expect them to have more 
opportunities for face-to-face meetings. This year’s survey 
confirms that expectation, although the survey also 
indicates that internal coaches are replacing face-to-face 
meetings with HD video conferencing when the 
technology is available. 
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For years, we have asked coaches to identify themselves as either:   
 

     Executive coaches, those who work on business behavior, or 
     Business coaches, who help clients develop knowledge and skills. 

 
The role of the business coach can also be described as consulting, a term we will use in the 
following report, for simplicity’s sake.  
 
Here’s a sampling of what we found for 2017:  

 
  

Demographics:  

Women are the majority in executive coaching. 62% of executive coaches are female. Males 
are predominant in consulting/business coaching, by a 57% to 43% ratio. 
 
Consulting has fewer veterans and more new entrants than executive coaching. 86% of 
executive coaches have been in business 5 years or more, while 81% of consultants are 5-
year veterans.  There is far more turnover in life coaching, with only 66% having lasted 5 
years or more in business.  

 
 

Service Delivery:   
In the past, our study showed that executive 
coaches worked with clients face-to-face more 
often than consultants did. For the last two 
years, things have evened out, as consultants 
now meet face-to-face with clients as often as 
executive coaches. 
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    Executive Coach, Business Coach 

 
Executive coaches do more via HD video, at 8%, versus consultants, where only 5% use video 
conferencing. 
 

 
 

 
Additional information on billing rates and earnings is available in the 2017 Coaches’ 
Earnings Report, available at:    http://sherpa-university.com/courses/44.   
 

 

 

 
 

 

http://sherpa-university.com/courses/15
http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/2017-executive-coaching-survey-full-report
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The Purpose of This Research 

 
The Executive Coaching Survey is a market research project, now in its twelfth year. The 
report originates with Sherpa Coaching, headquartered in Cincinnati, Ohio, USA and is 
copyrighted by Sasha Corporation.  
 
 
Why do we undertake this research? Over the years, our 
team has worked to build the credibility of executive 
coaching and ensure the industry’s future. In 2005, we made 
a commitment to run an annual survey, open to anyone who 
wishes to participate, and release significant results to 
coaches, business leaders and the public at no charge.  
 
 
Our focus has shifted as the industry has changed. As standards emerge and answers 
become predictable, we move on, and study different topics. We have more questions for 
business leaders, HR and training professionals than ever before.  
 
What was once a single report has now become three: 
 

 The Executive Coaching Survey: a hard-copy report issued in February. This full 
report is available for purchase at the Sherpa Store,  
www/sherpacoaching.com/store. An abbreviated public report is available in 
March as a free download at the Sherpa Coaching website.  

 
 The Global Study on Corporate Culture: This has now become a permanent, 
year-round survey housed at www.corporateculture.cc  

 
 The Coaches’ Earnings Report: This report is offered at no charge, as a class at 
the Sherpa Leadership Institute Online.  

 
Details about all our research is available at www.sherpacoaching.com. 
 
Business leaders use this research to design internal coaching programs and make intelligent 
decisions about change management and corporate culture. Coaches use this report to 
make strategic decisions about their careers.  
 
Our most striking support is from individuals who take the time to participate, and eagerly 
await the results each year. Their appreciation is ample reward for our investment in this 
research.  
  

http://www.corporateculture.cc/
http://www.sherpacoaching.com/
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This report spotlights the professional activities of executive coaches, and serves as a 
benchmark that guides the careers of coaches and the decisions of the people who hire 
them.  
 
Several years ago, corporate culture emerged as a major theme in the Executive Coaching 
Survey. With the term ‘corporate culture’ becoming a part of daily language, HR personnel, 
training professionals, and business leaders felt a need to know how their corporate cultures 
compared to a global benchmark. Our research led to the creation of a new way of 
measuring corporate culture across three dimensions:  
 
1. Command and Control 
2. Communication and Cooperation 
3. Coaching 

 
 
Again in 2017, we make this information available on its own. A PDF 
version of the report is available from March 29th, 2017. 
Information about corporate culture is continuously gathered at a 
new website, www.corporateculture.cc. Visit the website to see 
the latest results. Contact Sherpa Coaching to have your culture 
surveyed and compared to global benchmarks. 
 

 
The 2017 Coaches’ Earnings Report will be published in the first half of the year. The report 
will be available from February 28 as a free program at the Sherpa Leadership Institute 
Online (SLI Online), a new online learning center. Access the report at https://www.sherpa-
university.com/courses/44.  You will want to set up a user account, at no cost or obligation, 
so you can conveniently review research and other programs going forward. Visit 
www.sherpa-university.com for details. 
 
EXCO 2017, the twelfth annual Executive Coaching Conference, will feature detailed, 
exclusive information from this market research, with a chance to pose questions to the 
research team. See the last two pages of this document for details. 

 

 

http://www.corporateculture.cc/
https://www.sherpa-university.com/courses/44
https://www.sherpa-university.com/courses/44
http://www.sherpa-university.com/
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A large number of responses came in for this 12th annual report. In fact, we saw a surge of 
over 50% from last year’s participation. It was still not enough to break our record, set by 
the 10th annual survey,  
 
 
This report is about executive coaching. You’d expect most of our contributors would be 
executive coaches. That proves to be the case once again this year, with seven in ten 
respondents describing themselves as ‘executive coaches, working on business behavior’.  
.  
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 Participation 
 
How accurate is this survey? The chance our answers are not meaningful is called ‘sampling 
error’. Look at this in its simplest sense. If you ask one person to respond to a ‘yes’ or ‘no 
question, your results will either be 100% accurate, or 100% inaccurate, depending upon 
whether that one person agreed with what we all think collectively. Your margin of error is 
100%. You just might be totally wrong. 

 
 

If you ask 100 people a question, your answer might be off by 
10%. You can say they are at least 90% accurate Your margin of 
error is 10%. 
 
If 300 people answer your question, you will be at least 94% 
accurate, and the odds get better and better that your sample 
group’s answer is exactly right. 
 

This year, over 900 people responded to this survey, providing a margin of error of under 
3.2%. The accuracy of the survey’s conclusions is also confirmed by comparison with 
responses from previous years, allowing the confirmation of trends over time. Based on an 
ever-increasing body of knowledge, this 2017 report can share changes and trends 
available nowhere else. 

 
 
This survey gets information from a wide variety of people. We do not control or limit who 
participates. There are no user-specific invitations with passwords and the like. If we limited 
our invitations to a controlled list, then our reporting would lose accuracy due to sampling 
bias, however:  
 

 Anyone who wants to participate in this research can do so. 
 Anyone can invite others to participate.  
 We always invite people who took the prior year’s survey, so our answers year to year 
reflect trends based on answers from the same people. 
 Anyone can provide anonymous answers. 

 
Our university sponsors and relevant trade associations invite participation, working from 
their private mailing lists. People share our invitations, ensuring a free flow of information 
and a sample that fully represents the world of executive coaching. As always, almost half 
our respondents come from outside our list of invitees. That ensures fresh and accurate 
results, year after year.  
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Global Reach, Global Results 

Over the years, the Executive Coaching Survey has received responses from over 65 
counties, representing the vast majority of the world’s population. 
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Whose views are reflected? It’s up to our respondents. Which cities and countries provide 
enough response for detailed analysis and breakout reporting?  
 
For 2017, here are the top 20 metro areas we heard from, in order of response rates. Some 
of these are new to our top twenty. Four are from outside the USA, reflecting global 
participation in this 12th year of research.  
 

 New York 
 London 
 Washington 
 San Francisco 
 Chicago 
 Cincinnati 
 Toronto 
 Los Angeles 
 Philadelphia 
 Boston 
 Denver 

 Baltimore 
 Minneapolis 
 Atlanta 
 Houston 
 Johannesburg 
 San Diego 
 Charlotte 
 Columbus 
 Cleveland 
 Vancouver 
 Dallas 
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                      Sherpa Coaching  

 

 

 
Karl Corbett is Managing Partner of Sherpa Coaching in Cincinnati, 
Ohio, USA. He handles strategy, marketing and client relations for 
Sherpa Coaching Certifications at the University of Georgia, the 
University of New Mexico and Howard University. He was 
contributing editor for “The Sherpa Guide: Process-Driven 
Executive Coaching” (Thomson, 2005)  and several other books in the 
Sherpa library. 
 
Karl created this Executive Coaching Survey, the largest and 
longest-running market research on executive coaching.  
 

 

The Sherpa Leadership Institute 

 

 

 
Joe Valeri recently finished 15 years at the Robotics Institute at 
Carnegie Mellon University. During this academic technology 
project, Joe worked in neuroscience and artificial intelligence. 
 
 He joined the Sherpa research team in 2015, where he has done 
extensive work on Selfware – the marriage of coaching and 
neuroscience. Mr. Valeri is a regular presenter at EXCO, the annual 
Executive Coaching Conference. 
 

 
 

Technical Contact: 
Shawn Herbig 
IQS Research 
Louisville, Kentucky USA  
(502) 244-6600 

 

Media Contact:  
International Media Desk 
Sherpa Coaching 
Cincinnati, Ohio USA  
(513) 232-0002 

im@sherpacoaching.com 
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Sherpa Coaching is based in Cincinnati, Ohio, USA. For managers and executives, Sherpa offers one-
on-one coaching. For leaderships groups and teams, Sherpa conducts programs based on their 
university texts. For coaches, Sherpa offers training and certification on campus at major 
universities.  Custom programs are available on site or on campus. 

 
 

 



 
 

56 
 

  

 
 
The University of Georgia Center for Continuing 
Education in Athens, Georgia, USA, provides programs 

and services which connect the University with lifelong 
learners throughout the world. The Center designs, 

develops and delivers a variety of executive programs in a dynamic learning environment with a 

luxury hotel, restaurants, meeting rooms and banquet facilities. 
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The University of New Mexico (UNM)  is proud to announce the debut of the Sherpa Coaching 

Certification in the fall of 2017.  

The UNM Anderson School of Management’s Executive & Professional Education Center 

houses two accelerated MBA programs, non-credit professional development programs, and 

customized programming for businesses.  

The Center connects exceptional students, renowned faculty, accomplished alumni, prominent 

business partners, and dedicated staff to provide high-quality educational resources to New 

Mexico's business community. 

Custom Programs 

Partner with Anderson to develop strategic solutions to your business challenges and achieve 
organizational success with highly skilled employees who are focused on meeting your goals. 

Drawing from Anderson School's prestigious faculty and the business community's premier 
corporate coaches, our consultants get to know your organization, and then craft a relevant 
and effective approach for improvement. 
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Howard University is in Washington, DC, USA. Its Business School 
offers executive education alongside graduate programs in 

entrepreneurship, finance, management, international business and 
supply chain management. Howard University and the U.S. Small 

Business Administration operate a Small Business Development resource center on campus. 
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This year we go back to basics. EXCO 2017 will focus exclusively on mastery of the Sherpa 

process for executive coaching. Who should attend? Every certified Sherpa coach, and every 

practitioner of the Sherpa process, should be there! 

 

The primary speakers will be the founders of Sherpa Coaching. Brenda Corbett and Judith 

Kinebrew are the world’s leading educators in the coaching industry. Karl Corbett leads the most 

extensive market research in the history of coaching, 12 years running. The three of them, along 

with several Master Sherpa coaches will ramp this conference up to a whole new level. 

 

 

 

  



 
 

61 
 

 

 

 

2
th

 annual event. New venue: 

Fountain Square in Cincinnati. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The benefits of a trip to EXCO: 

 

Invest in your career.  
Build your network.  
Learn from leading authors, 

educators and researchers.  

Get the latest on corporate 
culture and leadership, 
based on the best 
research in the business.  

Continuing coach education 
to renew your certification. 
Content that’s ‘all business’. 
Endorsed by 10 
universities. 

Get new, exclusive 
information about Sherpa 
technology, direct from the 
authors.  

Celebrate Executive 
Coaching Week with our 
annual awards.  Find out 
who will win in 2017. 

Take action. Save the dates 
now, and register early.   
June 4, 5 and 6, 2017. 
Bring your team!  

 
Come discover, learn and build your network.  

These are the people you really want to spend time with.   
 

EXCO 2017 IS EVENT! 

REGISTER NOW   

visit www.sherpacoaching.com / For Coaches /      

http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/products/exco-2017-the-12th-annual-executive-coaching-conference
http://sherpa-coaching.myshopify.com/products/exco-2017-the-12th-annual-executive-coaching-conference
http://www.sherpacoaching.com/

