


Meeting client expectations with an artful 
blend of these two synergistic disciplines

Coaching
&Consulting

What is the difference between consulting and
coaching? Who does what and how? How does, 
and should, consulting work with coaching? Find 
some answers as we compare and contrast these 
two different and yet complementary professions.Re

pr
od

uc
ed

wi
th

th
e

pe
rm

is
si

on
of

ch
oi

ce
M

ag
az

in
e,

ww
w.

ch
oi

ce
-o

nl
in

e.
co

m
Reproduced

with
the

perm
ission

ofchoice
M

agazine,www.choice-online.com



One of our mentors, Thomas Leonard, used to say, “All coaches are also
consultants, but not all consultants are coaches.” Like many of his
assertions, it made a lot of people mad. However, 15 years later, we

agree that he had a good point.
Drawing the distinction between coaching and consulting may seem like an

academic exercise, but it has been critical in explaining the difference between
the two disciplines to our clients who are working in organizations. They expect
coaching to be a little bit different from consulting, but they aren’t quite sure
what that difference is. They are hoping for more, even if they aren’t sure what
form that might take. We have had to get extremely clear about the distinctions
and the rules, so we can break them in ways that will be most useful for the client.

Coaching or Consulting?
Several years ago the opportunity arose to do two coaching sessions, as a “taste
test” for a potentially large contract, with a powerful decision maker in a Fortune
500 company. The stakes were high. The experience had to be a home run. At the
beginning of the first coaching call, the client asked about the differences
between coaching and consulting. We explained. At the end of the first coaching
session, we asked what he thought. He responded, “I think that was at least 80
percent consulting!” Ouch, quite a blow to an MCC’s ego.

At the beginning of the second call, we clearly stated that the client would
experience coaching, not consulting, at least 80 percent of the time (he was dubi-
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By Madeleine Homan Blanchard, BA, CMC, MCC 
and Dr. Linda J. Miller, BA, MA, MCC 

“Our corporate clients expect
their coaches to know more than
they do about leadership and
management.”

Feature

Re
pr

od
uc

ed
wi

th
th

e
pe

rm
is

si
on

of
ch

oi
ce

M
ag

az
in

e,
ww

w.
ch

oi
ce

-o
nl

in
e.

co
m

Reproduced
with

the
perm

ission
ofchoice

M
agazine,www.choice-online.com



24 VOLUME 8 NUMBER 2

ous based on his previous experi-
ence). At the end of the second ses-
sion, we again asked what he
thought. This time, he responded,
“That was definitely different; defi-
nitely coaching at least 80 percent of
the time.” “Which did you prefer?”
we asked. Without missing a beat, he
replied, “I much preferred last
week’s call. It was much easier for
me. But if you were to ask me which
call was most helpful, I have to say
that today was because I came up
with the answers myself.” 

We took note. This opinion is very
much what we have experienced
among our clients, all of whom are
experts in their own field and respect
expertise. Coaching is a partnering
methodology that increases aware-
ness and draws out ideas and options

from the person being coached so
that the person can move forward
into intentional action. Consulting is
a solution-based methodology that
provides ideas, options and solu-
tions, with the hope that the person,
team or organization will implement
them. Our clients, it turns out,
require an artful blend of both. 

Expectations
Setting expectations is important in
both coaching and consulting. If the
expectation is that the coach will lis-
ten, ask powerful questions, draw
out ideas and options and encourage
forward movement, the coach needs
to stay in the role of behind-the-
scenes thought partner. In some
cases, an experienced coach will
know of research, a model or some

fact that they feel would be criminal
to withhold from the client. If the
coach switches hats when needed
and becomes a consultant, offering
ideas, options and solutions, it is
incumbent upon the coach to gain
permission, point out what they are
doing and to go back to coaching
after the information is shared.
Some ways to introduce an idea or
something helpful might be: 

• “I have an idea that I’ve seen
work for others in your situation.
Would it be helpful to hear it?”

• “There are some options that
might be appealing to you – what do
you think?”

• “May I share a model that might
make it easier to analyze this situa-
tion?”

• “There is some research that may
interest you as we deepen this
inquiry, if you are interested?”

Our corporate clients expect their
coaches to know more than they do
about leadership and management.
They expect to learn from their
coaches. Although at The Ken
Blanchard Companies, we vet our
coaches very carefully to make sure
they know the difference between
coaching and consulting, we also
expect them to have a broad and
deep knowledge base to draw from.
Clients love to hear about the latest
research and make decisions based
on the best available information
and their own wisdom. If our coach-
es simply asked them what their
ideas were and never added any-
thing, their clients might not show
up for another session. 

Regardless of the type of coaching,

Coaching
&Consulting

“Consultants who make their
clients feel smart and valued
will never want for work.”

PURE CONSULTING

Focusing on “me”

Telling

Advising

Solving

Knowing what’s best

Demonstrating subject matter

expertise

Promoting dependence

PURE COACHING

Focusing on “you”

Asking

Drawing out

Promoting Discovery

Testing what’s best

Demonstrating process 

expertise

Promoting interdependence
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it’s helpful to have expertise in the
areas of human development, per-
sonality and temperament prefer-
ence, cultural differences and univer-
sal laws. Coaches working in the
business and corporate arenas must
be well versed in organizational
development, best management and
leadership practices, and general
business language. Although the pri-
mary job of the coach is to create an
environment for growth and evoke
the best from the client, a corporate
coach may be in trouble if he does
not add consistent value with rele-
vant content. 

The consultant who does consis-
tently great work and is asked to
return again and again is probably
doing some coaching – partnering
with the client to create an atmos-
phere where everyone is challenged
to bring their best, drawing out
knowledge and wisdom when appro-

priate. Who doesn’t love feeling
smarter? Consultants who make
their clients feel smart and valued
will never want for work.

Distinctions
Consulting and coaching are close
cousins, and at times the lines defi-

Coaching
&Consulting

“Consulting and coaching are
close cousins, and at times the
lines definitely get crossed.”
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nitely get crossed. And ultimately
who cares really? Why is this conver-
sation even important? As coaches,
we traffic in distinctions, and it is
important to be accurate when
describing what we do. For corpo-
rate and business coaches, it is
important to understand the differ-

ent competencies required for both.
We know of many excellent coaches
who have had trouble with their ICF
credentialing exams because they use a
blend of coaching and consulting.
While this may be effective with
clients, it is not helpful with the cre-
dentialing process. As coaches are

preparing for ICF exams, it’s impor-
tant to demonstrate ‘pure’ coaching.
When a coach has mastered ‘pure’
coaching, then s/he can choose to uti-
lize it, or a hybrid of coaching and con-
sulting when the situation requires. 

Remember the man who was
coached and who said that he gained
more benefit from the coaching call
that was 80 percent coaching? He
added at the end of the call, “I think
the coach approach is what I need, but
I also think I have some things to learn
from you.” Both coaching and consult-
ing have a place, as long as the coach
knows how to get back to coaching.

Coaching
&Consulting

“Both coaching and consulting
have a place, as long as the 
coach can get back to coaching.”

WANT COMEBACK?
GET COACHED.

THE COMEBACK COACH ®

Executive and personal coaching, consulting services, seminars

and workshops for celebrities, business professionals, and industry

experts who seek to comeback from personal adversity.

E MAIL US AT info@comebackcoach.com
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