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 C
oaching is exploding. 
Over the years, it has  
remained a fast-growing 
talent development solu-
tion for executives, peers, 

and teams. Employees at every level are 
demanding it. 

The International Coaching Federation estimates there are 
71,000 coach practitioners worldwide and that coaching is gen-
erating nearly $20 billion in revenue today. More importantly, 
the number of individuals becoming coaches—whether certi-
fied or not—continues to grow. Historically, coaching programs 
were expensive and perceived as an exclusive perk meant to 
address senior executives and emerging leaders’ challenging 
support and development needs. Today, through technology 
and because of the low barrier of entry to becoming a coach, 
the cost of coaching has dramatically reduced, and coaching is 
now accessible to all employees throughout the organization. 
This trend isn’t slowing down, says Josh Bersin, founder and 
president of Bersin & Associates.

The COVID-19 pandemic, along with the heightened aware-
ness of social justice issues, opened an opportunity for employers 
and coaches to serve employees’ needs in a new way. Now there’s 
a unique opportunity to provide hands-on, personalized coaching 
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for sensitive topics that low-cost online coaching solu-
tions can’t adequately address. Organizations can offer 
such coaching in the traditional coaching program format 
with internal or external resources. 

In this issue of TD at Work—an update to my 2014 
issue—I outline the new needs employees have, brought 
on by the turbulent era initiated in 2020, which coach-
ing programs using internal coaches can best address. 
The emergent themes among those needs are diversity, 
equity, and inclusion; employee retention; support for 
employees at every level; empathetic leadership skills; 
and making a business case for these new talent strate-
gies. In this issue, I: 
• Define internal coaching and its benefits.
• Outline steps to long-term success.
• Provide insights on how to establish DEI, retention,  

and employee development coaching programs. 
• Discuss ways to establish a coaching culture.
• Present case studies.

Internal Coaching 

Internal coaching does not define a type of coaching but 
rather identifies who provides the coaching. Simply put, 
an external coach is an individual who is self-employed 
or employed outside the organization and provides 
coaching services within the organization. Conversely, 
an internal coach is an individual who is a regular 
employee of the company in which they are providing 
coaching. An internal coach may or may not be certified 
as a professional coach by a coach certification organi-
zation, such as the International Coaching Federation 
or EMCC Global, but typically has some basic level of 
training in coaching. In general, an external coach is still 
used to provide executive or leadership coaching; how-
ever, some employers are growing coaching capability 
within their roster of internal coaches so that they can 
provide coaching to executives and emerging leaders 
as well.

Unique Aspects
Just as there are many development solutions, there are 
many characteristics that make internal coaching unique. 
They include the following attributes.

Company and culture knowledge. Internal coaches 
have basic knowledge and understanding of the business 
and political landscape.

No direct costs. Because the costs of internal coaches 
are absorbed into overhead, it may be easier for individu-
als to secure a coach when budgets for direct expenses 
may be tight or scrutinized. It may, however, be a myth 
that internal coaches cost less than external coaches. It 
simply depends on the cost of the external coaches versus 
the hourly rate of the internal coaches.

Specific and relevant job knowledge. At times it can 
benefit the coachee to work with a coach who has specific 
and relevant knowledge about the job the coachee does. 
That is especially true in mentor coaching in which the 
coach not only provides coaching but also provides men-
toring (such as sharing of personal experiences, teaching, 
and advising). 

Finally, while many managers of coaching programs 
believe that the biggest considerations around inter-
nal coaching are confidentiality and ethics (for example, 
determining whether a mentor coach of someone under 
review for succession planning should offer information 
about the coachee that could sway the decision makers), 
in practice, those issues are typically no different than the 
types of ethical considerations external coaches may face. 

Key Characteristics of an Internal Coach 
While anyone can be an internal coach, a few key charac-
teristics make an individual a great internal coach: 

A great reputation. Having a positive reputation in the 
organization is the most important characteristic of an 
internal coach. If the individual isn’t respected and doesn’t 
have a positive reputation within the company for their 
coaching practice, none of the other characteristics listed 
below matters.

Being a great listener. Some people are great story-
tellers, teachers, and mentors, but a great coach needs 
to be a great listener as well. Coaches need to be able to 
hear and understand what is said as well as detect what is 
left unsaid.

Basic coaching skills. Great coaches have at least a 
basic level of training. Although more internal coaches 
are becoming professionally certified, those who are 
self-taught through books or trained through one-day 
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programs or short courses on basic coaching skills can 
still succeed in coaching fellow employees. 

Relevant job knowledge or experience. Coaching 
purists may argue that coaches do not need to have any 
relevant job knowledge to coach others; however, in prac-
tice, great coaches have some level of experience in the 
coachee’s field. Having an understanding of the coachee’s 
job function makes the coach more credible and provides 
the coach with necessary context when coaching.

Maturity. Great internal coaches are mature. They 
understand the political nuances of the workplace and 
have the awareness to recognize situations that create 
potential conflicts of interest without having every rule 
and possible scenario spelled out for them prior to engag-
ing in coaching. More importantly, they fully understand 
the issue of confidentiality.

While those are the key characteristics of an inter-
nal coach, great coaching work is dependent on a clear 
process or set of guidelines for the coaching to work, 
including a matching and selection process that enables 
the coachee to select the coach they want.

Steps for Long-Term Success

Before launching any coaching program meant to 
address employees’ needs, understand the elements that 
will lead you and the organization to success. Clarity and 
support are critical elements. 

Identify the business case. Clarity about a coaching 
program’s purpose makes it possible for you to establish 
and measure clear goals. It’s easy to keep programs and 
budgets in place with concrete evidence of the impact 
that aligns with the program’s original intent. 

Organizations that require financial resources to exist 
have multiple demands on those resources. Even entities 
that do not focus on revenue or profit, such as govern-
ment or nonprofit organizations, still require financial 
resources to remain active and serve constituents. Senior 
executives review organizational investments carefully, 
especially during periods of economic contraction, and 
they have a fiduciary responsibility to ensure a positive 
financial return on business investments. 

Quenby Rubin-Sprague, president and CEO of 
Quenby Rubin-Sprague Consulting and a healthcare cor-
porate coaching specialist, says: “Why should leadership 
care and invest the resources when there are compet-
ing initiatives? It’s the implication questions that deter-
mine what is or isn’t happening as a result of leaders not 
being fully skilled in empathy, empowered vulnerability, 
and the nuances of working remotely. What can’t move 
forward because leaders aren’t fully skilled in these areas? 
What’s the cost? There’s always a dollar amount that can 
be assigned.”

In identifying the business case, Ildiko Oravecz, 
cofounder of Coach Collab, suggests having “some kind 
of a framework that you build the program around that 
might look like a competency model. Let’s build the pro-
gram around that. If someone says, I really wanted to 
build executive presence. My question is, well, what does 
executive presence mean to you?”

Historically, training and development expenses, 
including coaching programs, have been difficult to 
measure. However, that’s no longer the case. Instead, 
today’s challenge in measuring the success of coach-
ing programs is knowing what to measure. A clear busi-
ness case is essential to identifying the proper measures 
to demonstrate impact and make a case for securing or 
retaining the budget. Use the Business Case Presentation 
Outline at the end of this issue of TD at Work to organize 
the presentation. 

C-suite support. Senior leaders’ support for coach-
ing is essential to success. That is the case whether you 
launch a new program or are seeking to maintain a cur-
rent internal coaching program. Without the C-suite’s 
commitment, coaching programs will flounder and fail 
to have a long-term positive impact on participants or 
the company. 

Having a positive 
reputation in the 
company is the most 
important characteristic 
of an internal coach.


