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In the last issue, Erik de Haan and Michael Carroll argued that no amount 
of preparation can ready coaches for some tricky situations – often, there 
really are no hard and fast answers. However, by considering real-life 
dilemmas in the abstract we can fine-tune and add to ethical thinking 

Part 2: seven more dilemmas to ponder
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 i
n the last issue  
(vol 9, issue 1) we  
examined three ethical 
dilemmas that our 
colleagues at the Ashridge 

Centre for Coaching have come 
across over the years. Here, we look 
at seven more. 

As in Part 1, read them through 
and think which principle(s) of 
your Code of Conduct would 
apply, which questions you would 
ask and how you would advise the 
coach in those very circumstances. 

Also, think what you would do 
if you were an internal coach who 
had to respond to the case. Once 
again, make some notes for every 
dilemma, so that you can compare 
notes with us at the end.

the dilemmas
ethical dilemma 4
A relatively new executive coach talks 
to you about one of her clients. He 
keeps messing her about: cancelling 
his session at short notice, being busy 
when she arrives for his coaching 
session (which takes place in his office 
at work) and often making her wait 
while he finishes something. 

He is also prone to interrupting the 
session by taking or even making 
phone calls. She has tentatively 
challenged him on this, but his rather 
sharp retort was that she was being 
paid for the full time, whether he used 
it or not, so what was the problem?

ethical dilemma 5
You are part of a coaching team 
within a wider consulting initiative. 
One of your coaching clients is using 
his sessions to focus on his 
operational problems. However, 
during your work with senior 
management, you have learned that 
if this particular client does not 

him as a difficult character to get on 
with” and “Abrasive in his 
management style”). He is very 
nervous about being asked to be a 
witness for the company.

ethical dilemma 8
In the course of your coaching your 
client describes sleeping badly, 
feeling miserable most of the time 
and feeling unable to concentrate on 
his work. He is anxious about his 
competence to carry out the role into 
which he has just been promoted.

ethical dilemma 9
Following a merger, there is only one 
director required for a particular 
function. The two previous directors 
apply for the job. One is a man who 
gets the job – alongside a male team 
of senior directors. The other, your 
client, a woman, believes she was 
much more competent for the job, 
and you agree. However, rather than 
bother with employment tribunals, 
she has decided to redress the 
balance by making some money 
through insider trading.

ethical dilemma 10
You have been paid in advance for 
eight sessions of coaching with a 
number of people. The coaching is to 
be aimed at grooming managers for 
promotion. However, it emerges in 
the first session that one of your 
clients intends to hand in his notice 
at the end of the year (a month 
away) in order to move to a farm in 
France. He has no need for, nor 
interest in, the coaching.

suGGested approaches
As in Part 1, we invite you to 
compare notes and to use our 
responses to develop your own 
ethical stance with regard to the 
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improve his strategic thinking, he is 
going to be made redundant.

ethical dilemma 6
An executive coach has got 
somewhat entangled in a coaching 
relationship with an executive. The 
executive has made no secret of the 
fact that he finds her attractive. She 
also finds him attractive, though 
unlike him, she has not shared what 
she feels with him. She thinks, on 
reflection, that she was somewhat 
indiscreet in agreeing to go to dinner 
with him after one of their coaching 
sessions. At their last session, two 
days ago, he gave her a ‘small 
present’, tickets for Wimbledon, as 
he has found out that she enjoys 
playing tennis. 

ethical dilemma 7
An executive coach worked four 
years ago in a coaching relationship 
with a managing director, paid for 
by his company. The coaching 
contract lasted six months. From all 
perspectives, the coaching, focused 
as it was on his leadership qualities, 
went well. It was clear that he was 
having problems with his immediate 
boss, even though this was never a 
direct focus in coaching. 

Now, more than four years on,  
the coach has been asked by the 
company lawyers to provide his 
notes on the coaching sessions.  
His previous coaching client is in  
the process of a grievance procedure 
against the employer.  

The coach is unsure about his  
legal and ethical responsibilities 
regarding the request. He still has his 
session notes and post-session 
logbook from that time, as well as 
comments he would not like anyone 
to read (eg, “He looked depressed 
today”, “I understand why some see 
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questions, tensions and dilemmas 
mentioned here. Dilemmas such 
as these are more common than 
you may imagine. 

dilemma 4
It is a common occurrence in 
coaching that new coaches only 
gradually learn to challenge their 
clients and apply fearlessness in 
the interest of their clients’ 
learning. This dilemma seems to 
be a case in point. A client in these 
circumstances would probably 
benefit from either some 
reflection on what he is doing 
with the coach and what this 
might say about his other 
(subordinate) relationships; or 
(and) a firm statement about 
boundaries that apply, to deliver 
on a coaching contract. 

It may even be unethical to 
continue in a contract where the 
coach does not feel free to speak 
their mind, nor able to raise that 
very fact. There are times in 
coaching relationships, especially 
with top executives, when they 
find it difficult not to be ‘in 
control’ and directing operations.   

Confrontation rarely helps, but 
sometimes sharing one’s own 
reactions (in the form of self-
disclosure) can help the client 
understand the impact of their 
behaviour on others.

dilemma 5
There are no ethical boundaries 
broken here. A three-way meeting 
would probably clarify the 
coaching agenda. Ethically, it’s 
always difficult to be caught ‘in 
between’ parties, where each can 
fantasise about your relationship 
with the other and what you are 
sharing with them. 

Also, there are two 
relationships here in which to 
consider what would be an 
‘ethical’ response.

The first is your response to 
‘senior management’ when you 
hear about the possible grounds 
for dismissal. You can raise their 
relationship with your client: have 
they told him this? In no 
uncertain terms? Might it be a 
good idea to reiterate this 
communication and tell your 
client again, particularly if 
management’s aim is for him to 
change, for example? 

Second, the coach needs to 
think about her next session with 
the client – and, in particular, in 
the circumstance that for some 
reason no word has gone out from 
senior management regarding 
the need to improve his strategic 
thinking. Sadly, coaches often 
come across circumstances where 
senior management find it hard – 
or risky – to be open and direct 
with employees. 

Regarding the coaching 
conversations, it is perhaps good 
to remember that normally there 
is no strict confidentiality 
agreement in place for 
conversations with sponsors of 
coaching, so that the coach does 
have the option of raising the 
issue of strategic thinking and 
strategic abilities with the client. 

This would have to be done 
with some caution, as you 
wouldn’t want to worsen the 
simmering conflicts between 
these managerial levels. The coach 
might ask: ‘What has been told to 
you?’ and suggest that the client 
go back and ask his manager what 
his coaching focus should be.  

dilemma 6
Erotic transference is notoriously 
common in intimate helping 
conversations, so the fact that 
there is this ‘entanglement’ is no 
surprise. Many a client is 
unfamiliar with or unaccustomed 
to the level of empathic and 

focused attention they get in 
coaching, and may associate this 
intimacy with the erotic. It is, 
however, unethical and 
detrimental to the coaching 
contract, to act on  
such feelings. 

Equally, a 
substantial present  
is not something a 
coach can accept 
without being 
compromised in  
her work. 

Some organisations 
nowadays have very 
strict guidelines on 
presents, which we think are 
relevant to the very intimate 
coaching relationship as well. 
Both the personal interest and the 
generous present are (already!) in 
breach of the principle in the 
Code of Conduct that tells coaches 
to refrain from non-coaching 
relationships. 

There is a line to be drawn here, 
and a supervisor would 
endeavour to help the coach to 
return the present and end the 
formal coaching contract. 

Generally speaking, erotic 
transference from the side of the 
client is something that can, in 
principle, be worked through in 
helping relationships, but that 
requires intensive individual 
supervision (of a similar 
frequency as the coaching 
conversations, with a supervisor 
who is a trained therapist) and it 
requires the coach not to 
reciprocate the client’s feelings. 

Working through erotic 
transference will normally 
uncover defensive manoeuvres 
and resistance (the coaching 
relationship is perverted into 
something distinctly unlike 
coaching), and it will also 
normally lead into issues that are 
way beyond strictly coaching 
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material, pertaining to the  
client’s personal relationships. 

This is what makes working 
through erotic transference even 
trickier for a coach. Part of the 
work for the coach will be to 
clarify boundaries and the nature 
of relationships involved in – and 
excluded by – coaching. Client 
safety means looking at possible 
double messages, eg, what 
message would it give to the client 
if the gift were accepted?

dilemma 7 
Being asked as a witness to an 
employment tribunal is a very 
rare occurrence, but it is possible, 
as both companies and former 
employees might refer to 
coaching. Employers could 
reference a coaching assignment 
as demonstrating enlightened 
and generous development 

opportunities. Employees might 
quote their coach and the 
conversations with an executive 
coach in the presence of their boss 
as an example of having had 
nothing but positive appraisals. 

Executive coaches are in no way 
exempt from legal obligations 
and have to bring their notes to a 
tribunal if they are subpoenaed to 
do so. In this case, the vignette 
shows the importance of proper 
note-keeping, where we avoid 
tendentious labelling and any 
derogatory terms that we would 
not want to have out in the open. 

It is important to make sure 
that we have notes from every 
session we are engaged in (which 
means we make a short log if we 
don’t take any notes during a 
session), and also to make sure 
that at any time our client or even 
their employer, can see the notes 

without the work or the partners 
in the work (coach and client) 
being compromised in any way. 
This means, in practice, that 
coaches need to write their notes 
as if they will be seen by clients 
and others. 

dilemma 8
If your client is not coping well 
and brings a lot of tension home, 
struggling to find enough space 
and support to recover from the 
stresses of work, it may be time to 
gently refer the client to a doctor 
who could explore a wider range 
of issues with the client. 

The way this suggestion is 
presented is crucial, however, as 
one wouldn’t want to compound 
the issues by a more or less subtle 
rejection on the part of the coach. 

In some cases, and when the 
coach feels sufficiently 

It is a common occurrence  
in coaching that new coaches  

only gradually learn to challenge 
their clients and apply fearlessness 

in the interest of their  
clients’ learning
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experienced and is regularly 
supervised by a well-trained 
supervisor, it could be beneficial to 
temporarily increase the frequency 
of the coaching, to find a way with 
the client to deal with the issues 
that are also work-related. 

dilemma 9
This is a rather clear-cut case of 
the (threat of) malversation – in 
this case potentially fraudulent 
behaviour. It is important for the 
coach to raise the issues first with 
the client, to see if fraud can be 
avoided. If this isn’t the case and 
damage has already been done, 
the coach has no other choice but 
to report to the appropriate 
channels, in most cases primarily 
the sponsor of the coaching work. 

As with any witness to crime, a 
coach comes under severe 
criticism if he or she does not 
report the incident. The law may 
be broken and the coach can 
become an accessory by being 
told. It is worth, of course, in a case 
like this, exploring how much is an 
angry response or threat and how 
much is really intended.

dilemma 10
In this case, there seems to be some 
tension between the overall conflict 
with the organisation and the 
individual and confidential 

contract with the client. The same 
kind of conflict is very common in a 
milder form: many coaches begin 
to feel uncomfortable the moment 
a client discusses a topic unrelated 
to their role in the organisation, or 
even when a client raises a query 
outside the limited scope of an 
overall coaching contract. 

There is always a tension 
between centrally imposed goals 
for a development activity and the 
need to address the issues in front 
of us in supporting or developing 
an individual client. 

In this example, the most 
problematic response would be to 
start refunding or in another way 
to let the sponsoring organisation 
know that your client has the 
intention of leaving. This is 
confidential information and 
your client has the right to choose 
the time of announcing their 
departure, so it would clearly be a 
breach of ethical principles. 

If the client has no interest or 
motivation to use coaching then 
it would be unethical to pretend 
to continue and charge for it. 

Coaches would agree that an 
ethical response here is to subtract 
the time investment with this client 
from the budget, and refund the 
remainder by the time the client 
has taken his leave of the 
organisation. n 

There is always a tension  
between centrally imposed goals for 
a development activity and the need 
to address the issues in front of us in 

supporting or developing an 
individual client 




