What’s a Life Coach, Anyway?

Tristan Sophia, Psy.D.

t the age of 49, I was desper-
ate for a new career. I had
been working in the mental-

health field for over 30 years. You
could say I was a little burned out.
I live in the mountains and wanted
a home-based business so I could
kiss my commute goodbye.

I also wanted a career where
I could use my hard-won mental-
health skills. Previous jobs had me
working with clients who were not
voluntarily seeking help. This time,
I wanted to help people who truly
desired change and were motivated
to take action towards their own
success. [ hoped and prayed I wasn’t
asking for too much. Lo and behold,
I actually found what I was looking
for—Ilife coaching! It has met all
my requirements and more.

When I excitedly told my
friends and family about my plan to
become a life coach, they all said,
“Good for you!” After they saw that I
was serious about my new pursuit,
some of them meekly admitted they
had no idea what a life coach actually
does. When I clumsily provided
them with an answer, hoping they
weren’t paying close attention, I real-
ized that even I didn’t have a good
understanding of life coaching.

I went back to school to get my
certification as a life coach (actually
I got two—one general and one
specialized—don’t ever call me un-
thorough.) I also took a marketing
course and started building a web-
site (as well as many other tasks)
necessary to start my online busi-
ness. And yes, I finally acquired a
clearer description of what a life
coach does... here goes:

The International Coach
Federation (ICF), which is the lead-
ing, professional, global organiza-
tion for life coaches, defines coach-
ing as: “Partnering with clients in a
thought-provoking and creative
process that inspires them to maxi-

mize their personal and professional

potential.”
The ICEF lists four responsibili-
ties of coaches:
1) Discover, clarify, and align with
what the client wants to achieve.
2) Encourage client self-discovery.
3) Elicit client-generated solutions
and strategies.
4) Hold the client responsible and
accountable.

Inevitably, the next question
arises: “If you were already a psy-
chologist, why did you have to go
to school to be a life coach?” The
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answer is that, technically, I didn’t
have to. I chose to. Life coaching
currently is an unregulated industry.
(It won’t be much longer.) Anyone,
even people with no training or
experience, can call themselves life
coaches—and charge money for
their services.

I wanted formal training to
learn precisely how to be a life coach.
I didn’t want to assume I knew what
coaching was just because I am a
psychologist. While life coaching and
counseling have similarities, they
also have differences. One difference
is that counseling focuses more on
examining emotions, while life
coaching concentrates on goals,
accountability and results.

As a coach, I typically don’t ask,

“How does that make you feel?”
Instead, I ask, “What action you
have taken this week towards your
goals?” At the same time, paying
attention to and fostering intuition
is a big part of my coaching. One’s
deeper life purpose often takes
some work to discover.

Another difference relates to
what clients want. Therapy clients
often are seeking relief from intense
distress, depression, anxiety, trau-
ma, or resolution of painful rela-
tionships. Coaching clients are not
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