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Oftentimes friends are so overloaded with their own lives that they don't have time to make time."

Additionally, sometimes friends have their own agendas and perspectives that don't always mesh with yours, Macleod said.

"Your coach doesn't have an agenda and everyone else does," she said. "With coaching, the only agenda is yours.

"We get so many opinions these days. We get battered by the media, newspapers, family and friends - so much so that sometimes you lose your own voice. Coaching is a way to bring out your own voice. It helps you see the bigger picture and clarify what you really want to happen in your life."

Emma Hotar, a 27-year-old multilingual account representative from Haledon, said she sought out a personal coach in early 2002 to "search for answers and research in my own life." Before she met her coach, Aibel, in a bookstore, she considered seeing a counselor to help her achieve that goal, "but financially, it's never been within my reach."

After she began working with Aibel, however, she realized she had found what she was looking for.

 "My experience in coaching is best described as a journey of transformation: from a person who lacks different degrees of self-confidence, self-respect and love ... to a person who gained much more understanding and acceptance of her own self as well as others," Hotar said.

It was also more affordable than therapy. Prices vary from coach to coach based on experience and level of accreditation, but the range can be anywhere from a nominal $1 a month, for new coaches seeking experience and clients, to $1,000 a month, said Prior.

Professional coaching is growing in popularity around the world, but it does have drawbacks, including the view of some people that it is only the latest fad in a self-indulgent society. Another is the difficulty some people have in distinguishing it from 

psychotherapy.

"I get asked that with every single client," said Neal. Because "coaching is not as well-known" as therapy, many people lack a solid understanding of the coaching field, she said.

"Coaching is not therapy. Typically, therapy helps clients fix problems," said Sue Waldman, a psychotherapist and motivational coach based in Verona. Therapy helps the client "overcome 'issues,' manage mental illness and delve into the past. Coaches don't deal much with analyzing human behavior. They focus on solutions. Rather than asking, 'Why?' a coach asks, 'How?'"

Some in the psychiatric community have

expressed skepticism in the efficacy of 

coaching as well.

"I don't know I would call it a profession yet because I don't think most people know a lot about it," said Dr. William Greenberg, president of the New Jersey Psychiatric Association, with a private practice in Ridgewood. "I don't know that they have the expertise to help people when they need it." But he added, "I think conceivably they might have complimentary roles. That would sound logical."

With so much confusion between the two professions, there is a danger that the wrong client could wind up in the wrong chair. Anything dealing with substance abuse, domestic abuse or major emotional issues holding a person back are issues for a therapist, not a coach. Most ICF-accredited coaches are trained to be able to identify the differences between coaching and therapy issues, but some (no one knows how many) are not accredited at all.

Another hurdle facing the industry: There is no mandatory training that coaches must undergo to start charging clients for their "expertise."

The ICF, which hands out a majority of the accreditations worldwide, recognizes three levels of coaching: associate, professional and master. In order to become an ACC or associate certified coach, a person must complete 60 hours of course work from an accredited program and 250 hours of personal coaching. That process can take nine to 18 months, said Kathy Schramek, ICF director of programs and credentials. For an MCC, the requirement is 125 hours of training and 2,500 hours of coaching, which takes at least four years, she said. Most accredited programs include coursework in subjects such as human interaction, listening, language and questioning.

The ICF does not have a minimum educational requirement for accreditation, so in theory, a person with no formal education could become a coach. But that's generally not the case, said Schramek. "More than half of credentialed coaches have some sort of advanced degree. It's necessary because of the level of complexity in the profession."

And coaching is finally reaching the university level. In addition to the established training institutes like the Institute for Professional Empowerment Coaching in Manalapan and Coach U, an institution where most classes are held via satellite conference calls, coaching programs are sprouting up on college campuses. New York University, Georgetown University in Washington, Duke University in North Carolina and the University of Texas at Dallas offer ICF-accredited coaching certificate programs, 

mostly through their continuing education courses.

Still, most coaches concur that the buyer should beware when it comes to soliciting a coach, who should be ICF-accredited. Ask specific questions to see if you mesh well, they say.

"There are a lot of people in mid-life who are jumping into coaching because it's flexible, it's helping people make change in their life and they can often bring their expertise into the arena - it's a perfect marriage of one's professional background and a new direction," said Prior. But "it is a very specific skill set to really do masterful coaching ... you're dealing with people's lives and things that are really important to them. You don't want to cause anyone harm."

"It is a very loosely defined profession and it's challenging because not everyone has a high standard of professionalism," said Laura Berman Fortgang, author of "Now What? 90 Days to New Life Direction" and a personal coach in Montclair.

"Personal coaches still really have to fight the qualification fight," she said. "I really believe in order to protect the public and deliver a quality product, coaches have to be trained."

It's a matter of integrity as well, said Mike Mulcahy, a life, career and business coach based in Verona.

"If we're going to be serious as a profession, we need everybody to be accredited, he said. "Therapists have gone through it; most basic professions have credentials. You're looking for a common standard."

The ICF is working on standardizing the industry and ensuring accountability. It has an ethical conduct review process and everyone accredited must agree to be responsible for his or her professional actions.

"It holds those coaches accountable for their professional conduct. If complaints are found to be warranted then that coach can lose their membership and credentialing," said Prior, who is also the co-chair of the ICF standards and review committee. Scientific studies are beginning to be performed on the benefits of coaching as well, said Prior. "It's starting to become a profession."

Pamela Macleod will attest to it. Since she began the coaching process two years ago, she has sold her home and bought another - with a minimal amount of emotional damage, she says - and within the past few months she's started her own professional organizing business called "Organized from A to Z."

"My coach is worth his weight in gold," she said.

------------------------------------------------Reach Makeba Scott Hunter at (973-569-7154 or hunterm@northjersey.com.

















