[image: image1.wmf]

Membership Changes at the ICF: Blessing or Blunder?

By

Rey Carr, Ph.D.
Chief Operating Officer

Peer Resources
Executive Summary
A change in membership requirements announced by the International Coach Federation in July, 2005 will have profound implications for coaching. This article examines the details of the proposed changes and analyzes them in terms of how they will impact the current role and influence of the ICF, how such changes illustrate challenges faced in the coaching field in general, and the relationship of the changes to key trends and issues in coaching.
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The International Coach Federation (ICF) announced a new membership category system in July, 2005 that will impact on all current and future members. The only goal specified in the official announcement of this new system is "to continue on the path of professionalism and encourage and empower our members to obtain their credential."

The purpose of this article is to examine this new ICF policy within the larger context of trends and issues in the coaching field and offer a perspective that might be useful to the executive members of the ICF, practicing coaches, and others concerned about the welfare of coaching and its future as a profession.

Disclosure Notes
Before I detail what the ICF has rolled out as its new membership policy and examine the policy's strengths and weaknesses, I want to clarify my potential biases. I've been involved in coaching since 1982 and I have been a dues paying member of the ICF virtually since the organization first started.

I've attended many, but not all, of the ICF conferences and an article I wrote describing one of the ICF conferences I attended has been described as a model of accuracy and glowing support (http://www.peer.ca/confreport2000.html). I was involved in assisting the start-up of the local chapter of the ICF in my region, and I've been an advocate of membership ever since I first joined in 1995.
While I am a continuous supporter of the ICF, I have expressed a number of alternative views about the direction of the ICF. At the same time I have worked to assist the ICF in a number of ways. For example, the Find a Coach system available through our website (http://www.peer.ca/coaching.html) is available at no cost, but requires that listing coaches meet certain requirements, including being a member of an appropriate coaching association that publishes a code of ethics. The ICF is typically the most frequently noted affiliation of the listed coaches and consequently our website probably has more hotlinks to the ICF website than any other organization. (Ironically, while our Find a Coach system does not require a fee, the requirements to list coaching services in our Directory are more stringent than the requirements for the ICF's own fee-based Coach Referral Service).

Over the years I have expressed a number of different perspectives regarding ICF policy or practice that have conflicted with official ICF statements. I've submitted many letters to the ICF newsletter, each outlining a particular situation or issue and offering an innovative or relevant solution or suggestion. None of those letters have been published or acknowledged by the ICF.

I am not eligible to be elected to an ICF position at the international level because my coaching certification is not ICF approved, but I am eligible to vote when the opportunity is presented. The coach training program I am associated with is not accredited by the ICF, nor will it seek such accreditation. However, our website is the only place on the Internet where all other coach training programs are listed and described, including details, if available, about their accreditation status and alignment with the ICF.

In an effort of full disclosure, I am also the CEO of the Peer Resources Network (http://www.peer.ca/PRN.html), which is a fee-based association within Peer Resources, a not-for-profit corporation. Our mission and focus are broader than the ICF's as many of our members are more directly concerned with peer mediation or mentoring rather than just business or life coaching. We are not in direct competition with the ICF for members, but it is likely that some members have to decide which single organization provides them with the services and benefits they desire rather than being a member of multiple organizations as I am. However, we have designed virtually all our services to attract members and continuously seek member comments to strengthen what we provide. My compensation as an executive of Peer Resources is directly related to our Peer Resources Network membership numbers.

I have a vested interest in contributing to the strengthening of coaching because I believe it is one of the primary ways to improve the quality of life around the globe. The following perspective on the ICF's new membership system is offered in that spirit.

What's New About ICF Membership?
Basically the ICF has moved from a one-size fits all membership system to a newly developed four category system. Category One will be for coaches who hold ICF certification designations ("Credentialed Coach" with full voting rights). Category Two is for coaches who have not yet attained ICF certification ("Affiliate Coach" with no voting rights). Category Three is for non-coaches ("Industry Partner" with no voting rights); and a fourth category is for current ICF members ("Member Coach" with full voting rights). However, this fourth category will expire in March, 2007 at which time, those members who have become ICF certified can switch to category one ("Credentialed Coach"), or if lacking certification can choose to become members under category two ("Affiliate Coach").

At the present time, no fees have been specified for any of the membership levels.

What's Right About this New Membership System?
The ICF had to take a stand somewhere with regards to the quality of coaching standards. With more than 70 types of credentials available in the coaching field (http://www.peer.ca/coaching.html), more than 175 organizations providing training for coaches (http://www.peer.ca/coachingschools.html), and dozens of organizations competing for coach members (http://www.peer.ca/coachorgs.html), the field has become more confusing, increasingly subject to questioning and cynical viewpoints, and more likely to be scrutinized by government regulators.

After a few years of experimenting with establishing standards for their own credentials, evaluating applications for these credentials, and supporting an alternative application process for certification (the "Portfolio" system), the ICF has decided to reinforce the importance of its own credentialing system.

At the same time, the ICF recognizes the importance of associating with others who are interested or involved in coaching, but are not certified through the ICF system. In addition, they have provided a beacon for existing members to see the "handwriting on the wall" and prepare themselves to take a maximum of two years to make the transition to a higher level of membership.
The ICF is using its experience to make judgments about which standards are valid and recognizes a need for making distinctions between the variety of coaching schools and mishmash of certification designations.

In the day to day operations of the ICF, its chapters, local, regional, and international activities, members are more likely to have more in common since they have shared a relatively common training curriculum, received their credentials through a commonly adjudicated system, and shared similar "rights of passage" into the organization. These common elements are likely to lead to fewer ethical code transgressions, a reduced need for disciplinary action, greater support for the concept of "core" coaching competencies, and greater adherence to and acceptance of the mission and goals of the ICF. In essence, members will be easier to govern, disputes will be lessened, and ultimately the cost of running the Federation will be reduced, thus minimizing the need for constant fee increases.

At the same time, the ICF is eager to become "the" spokesperson for the coaching field. What range of coaching specialties will be included by this singular advocate role is unclear. But by increasing the percentage of members who hold rigorously reviewed credentials and reducing the number of members who hold questionable certifications, or no certification, or no training, the ICF hopes to position itself as a more credible representative of coaching standards and quality. In this way it hopes to distinguish itself from other coaching associations that do not hold their members to such standards.

What's Wrong About this New Membership System?
Despite the well-intentioned motivation by the ICF executive to improve standards in coaching, the new system will have a number of unintended consequences for the ICF as an organization and for current members of the ICF. The negative consequences are likely to outweigh the potential benefits. Surprisingly, the new system may actually have more benefits for persons and organizations not currently associated with the ICF. Here are some of the reasons.

[image: image1.wmf]1. The membership system being proposed by the ICF will likely lead to the end of the ICF as an organization of influence. Membership will be severely reduced. Of the currently estimated 8200 members of the ICF, approximately 1000 or 12 percent actually hold an ICF-designated certification. Nothing within the new membership levels acts as an incentive or attractor to keep or increase credentialed members. While there will be a category for non-credentialed practicing coaches, they will not have voting rights, nor will they be able to hold elected positions. While the ICF has provided a specified time period for members to make a transition to a higher category, this means considerable additional cost for members to participate in the type of training recognized by the ICF that will enable them to climb to this higher category. We doubt that many current members will find this additional financial burden to be an incentive to retain their membership.

At the present time the ICF has not announced what the new membership fee structure will be. It’s a puzzle that an announcement of this importance is missing such a key piece of information.  It is likely, however,  that there will be a differential fee system based on which of the four categories a member is qualified to enter. But it's unlikely that members in the non-voting categories will pay only a portion of what voting members will pay. Thus there will be a significant exodus from the membership ranks.

When this potential exodus is combined with (1) the fact that of the 8200-8600 estimated members of the ICF fewer than 50 percent retain their membership for more than a year; (2) the fact that more and more credentialed, long-term members of the ICF question the value they receive from the organization; and (3) that the limited services available through the ICF are not likely to attract industry partners to join (particularly when they observe the dwindling membership numbers), it is unlikely that this new membership policy will sustain member numbers at the current level. We estimate, reluctantly, that the number of members of the ICF in 2007 will barely reach 2,000.

An organization that will likely have such a small size can hardly be considered to be a major influence in the coaching field. If, as the ICF has suggested, there are approximately 12,000-15,000 coaches worldwide and that this number constitutes one of the fastest growing occupations, then an "international" organization like the ICF with only a small percentage of that field can hardly be considered to be a spokesperson for coaching. We predict that rather than seeing it's influence on coaching increase worldwide, the ICF will, unfortunately, experience a lessening of its role.

2. The membership system being proposed by the ICF is an example of a greater focus on exclusion rather than inclusion. Instead of recognizing the richness of the membership, the various ways that coaching is practiced, the variety of routes practitioners have taken to qualify themselves to provide quality coaching, or celebrate the different perspectives of members, the ICF's new membership policy will both homogenize the membership and create unnecessary riffs between membership categories.

By creating different categories within the current membership, it's clear that there will be high status and low status categories. Regardless of what type of elegant name is given to each category, a membership category without a vote is a lower status category. Recall the elementary school reading groups where teachers named the ability groups with wonderful terms like, "Bluebirds," "Twinkies," "Cloudbursts," or "Cardinals," yet the students all knew which groups contained the "superior" readers. The ICF might as well rename the four categories: "Elites," "Wannabes," "Voyeurs," and "Losers."

In addition to the potential for exclusion or discrimination problems that will likely occur within the existing membership, the new membership policy is contributing to exclusion problems between the ICF and other coaching organizations. While not likely the expressed intention of the ICF executive, the new policy is an attempt to position the ICF as "the" coaching organization. We think this will decrease the potential for cooperation between the ICF and other coaching organizations and reduce the likelihood for cooperative projects regarding research, the protection of coaches from financial exploitation, and the advancement of coaching in business and society in general.

This potential lack of cooperation between organizations currently competing for members is bound to have a negative rather than positive impact on coaching and its attempt to move towards professionalism. Competition for members is not a problem as each organization can still retain a package of distinct or unique services and benefits. The problem is the potential elitism and exclusionary nature of the new membership policy that could indicate an underlying unwillingness to engage in cooperative projects, or disdain or dismissal of other coaching organizations.

We believe that the ICF membership system, as Faith Popcorn might say, is "off-trend" with regards to inclusion. While many local chapters of the ICF are seeking to build coalitions, study groups, and cooperative alignments between a variety of coaching interests at the community and regional level, the ICF membership system is moving in the opposite direction.

3. The membership system overemphasizes credentialism at the expense of other needed services for practicing coaches. In her provocative book, "Dark Age Ahead," Canadian sociologist Jane Jacobs describes a number of ominous signs of decay in American society. One of the five pillars that she believes is crumbling instead of standing firm for societal progress is the emphasis that educators have placed on credentialism instead of true education. While the ICF is not necessarily an educational institution, it's attention to educating members pales in comparison with other organizations.

No major educational campaigns or new services directed at benefits for members have been launched by the ICF in quite some time. Most of the announcements from the ICF concern ICF credentials: what they are, how to get them, why they're important, when teleclasses about credentialing will take place, and so on.

The only rationale provided in the ICF membership change document states that the primary purpose of the new membership system is to encourage and empower members to obtain a credential. There no mention about how such a rationale will be of benefit to members, improve the service to members, or benefit the coaching community or general public.

In another article ("A Guide to Credentials in Coaching"), we outlined the problems that exist with the current system of credentialing within the ICF and we will not repeat those perspectives here. (Interested readers can download a copy of that article from http://www.peer.ca/coaching.html.) However, at least one of the points made in that article is relevant here. A considerable amount of research has now become available on what factors prompt people in small to large businesses and society in general to choose a particular coach. Contrary to what might be expected as result of the ICF's new membership policy, having a credential from the ICF is not one of the top factors. In addition, most of the coaches claiming to make the six-figure salaries as coaches do not hold any coach certification and did not attend an ICF accredited coach training organization.

Ironically, the ICF has held a number of symposiums at recent conferences that emphasize the importance of research and has also engaged in it's own research. Yet, the practices of the ICF do not appear to match the research findings and have led some skeptics to remark that the ICF is only interested in research when there is a financial gain to the ICF.

The ICF policy change for membership might lead coaches to falsely believe that credentialism is the key to a successful practice or, at the least, membership in a credential-loaded organization will open the door for increased coaching opportunities. New or less experienced coaches may be more susceptible to this perspective than more experienced coaches. Rather than protecting these fledgling coaches from exploitation and manipulation, the ICF membership policy may be inadvertently contributing to or “enabling” these abuses.

4. The membership changes may result in increased scrutiny by legal authorities. In Canada, the Competition Bureau is responsible for reviewing and ruling upon any of the provisions in the Competition Act. They are often asked to rule on sections 55 and 55.1 that pertain to multi-level marketing and pyramid selling schemes. It may turn out that the ICF membership plan which indirectly requires that coaches must be coached by other ICF certified coaches in order to achieve a certain increased level within the organization (and therefore expect to increase their income as a result) could be ruled as a practice that violates the Canadian Competition Act.

When the fact that the ICF accredits the schools that produce the ICF-certified coaches without any authority to do so is thrown into the mix, the conflict of interest is likely to attract other regulators and lead to rulings that jeopardize the status of the Federation. Although there are several organizations around the world that are experts and authorities in accreditation, the ICF has neither consulted with them nor joined with any of them to add legitimacy to their conflicting practice of both certifying and accrediting; a practice which is not present in and is typically recommended against by any other professional association.

Instead of focusing exclusively on credentials, the ICF might also pay more attention to schemes that place coaching and coaches in jeopardy. At the present time, for example, there are literally hundreds of coaches making a living collecting fees from other coaches. These income producing activities typically take the form of (1) acting as a "mentor coach," whom each non-certified coach must have in order to become certified in the ICF system; (2) acting as a "marketing coach" to build those "missing" practice elements that are promoted as holding back coaches from joining the six-figure salary group; (3) providing that key telecourse that will "change forever" a coach's skills; or (4) selling a product, e-book, or niche area skill-building package that will turn a coach's "passion into income streams."

Many of these opportunities are legitimate, authentic, and based on well-researched issues and concerns. Yet there are a number of individuals or organizations that are "preying" on coaches rather than praying for coaches. What is the ICF doing to help members distinguish between well-grounded claims and poofdom? Serious reviews and critiques of these practices (including their own) are sorely missing from the ICF documents available to members; yet there is extensive documentation about certification.

5. Many highly qualified and skilled coaches will end their current membership in the ICF and join other associations. Partly this exodus will occur because the existing achievements of non-ICF credentialed members will be minimized or demeaned and partly this will occur because these qualified coaches will have difficulty finding concrete benefits from membership. This potential dissatisfaction will likely be a boon to other organizations, so in reality the new membership system is a benefit--to those outside the ICF.

Other organizations, including professional associations, service organizations, consortiums, support networks, and franchises, will all see an increase in their membership rolls as a result of the ICF's new membership policy. (For more details about these types of organizations as well as examples of each, see our article at http://www.peer.ca/coachorgs.html.)

One group of current ICF members are especially puzzled as to how to react to this new system. These are coaches who have been members of the ICF for considerable time, do not hold ICF certification (and typically hold some other type of certification or advanced degree), and for either philosophical or ethical reasons do not believe they ought to be forced into ICF credential status. Their concern is in part financial; that is, these members have paid their yearly fees for a number of years and the ICF has financially benefited from these payments. Now the ICF is banishing them from a voting membership and they feel betrayed. For many years they have supported the ICF and now they are being given an ultimatum to become ICF certified regardless of their conscientious, philosophical, ethical, or pragmatic views. This can only lead to potential bitterness and bad will between these members and the ICF.

Another group of coaching leaders expressed the view that the ICF policy (1) has created skepticism about the ICF coaching program accreditation system; and (2) has placed the ICF certification system on unstable ground. These viewpoints appear to indicate that rather than increasing the status of the Federation the new policy could have the opposite impact.

Look for a new association to emerge or a group of associations to merge or collaborate to support membership standards and higher qualifications, but would do so from an inclusion or cooperative-oriented vision.   

6. The membership change illustrates on-going ambiguity about what coaching is and what roles coaches play. While there continues to be a debate about distinctions between “personal or life” coaching and “business or executive” coaching, the creation of a membership category called “Industry Partner” appears to be directed towards attracting the corporate community and decreasing the Federation’s attractiveness to personal or life coaches. This may be an attempt to compete more actively for members with other coaching associations that are more directly associated with the business world.

At the present time, it is hard to imagine why any business organization or other professionals would want to sign-up for the ICF "industry member" category with no voting rights, unspecified benefits, and something called "vendor affiliate rights" that are yet to be defined. The ICF expects that this category is for "individuals, organizations, businesses, associations and vendors who support the ICF mission and goals, and who have an interest in the ICF's ongoing research and promotion of professional coaching." Members in this category are expected to be "HR personnel, consultants, therapists or other service providers who use coaching skills and tools in their profession, but who do not practice or use the title of coach."

It may be that the ICF expects that individuals or organizations will want to be members in this category because of some status it will provide them in being associated with an organization that is so credential-driven. But it is likely that people who would qualify for this category already hold membership in other organizations that are more directly related to their work areas and provide benefits of a more concrete and relevant nature. The distinction between "providers who use coaching skills and tools in their profession" as people who do not use the term coach in their everyday practice seems ludicrous and all too petty or possibly demeaning to other professionals. It might be more useful to specify what industry members will receive and achieve as a result of affiliation with the ICF prior to defining what they can call themselves.

7. The governing structure of the ICF is the primary contributor to the new membership policy. Several years ago the ICF created a policy that anyone nominated to run for any elected board of directors position had to hold ICF certification. At the time of the creation of this requirement, ICF members thought it made sense because it was one way to illustrate commitment and dedication to, engagement in, and knowledge about the coaching field.

For the last several years all positions on the board have been filled by ICF certified individuals. While it is unclear as to whether holding an ICF certification is a requirement for a working committee chair position, all current ICF chairpersons also hold ICF certifications.

Basically this means that roughly two dozen individuals, all of whom hold ICF certification, would be highly likely to create and support a policy that requires all other members to hold similar certifications. This perspective contradicts the fact that the majority of ICF members (88 percent) do not hold such a designation. It also contradicts what we believe were the founder's vision of the ICF and it's role in the coaching field. However, it seems likely that since the composition of the current board and its committees are all ICF certified individuals (a certification system that did not exist when the ICF was created), there would be little voice for dissenting viewpoints.

One coaching expert pointed out that the new membership policy of the ICF is counter to developing the commitment of members in a volunteer organization. At a time when strong leadership is needed to recruit members to assist with Federation volunteer growth and development, the ICF appears to be cutting itself off from an additional pool of talented volunteers.  

Insulation from the membership may be an artifact of the governing structure of the ICF, but it could likely lead to the creation of policies that do not reflect the interests of the members and at worst might draw the attention of government agencies to determine whether the ICF can still be considered a non-profit organization. The current membership policy change, for example, brings no tangible benefit to the majority of members and in reality will actually increase the economic well-being of the ICF and selected ICF certified members. Financial implications such as these could lead to an investigation into the ICF's non-profit and tax-exempt status.

8. The statement announcing the significant changes to the ICF membership regulation lacked reasonable details to aid in understanding its importance and rationale. As a member of the ICF I strongly support its continuing efforts to strengthen the organization, increase its credibility, and increase the value of the services it offers. Yet the announcement for the change in membership policy offered too little detail as to the reasons for the change and most importantly the reason for stripping most of the current members of their voting rights. This is a highly unusual procedure that demands greater explanation and particularly an answer to the question: “How does not having voting rights become a benefit of membership in the ICF?”

Many other associations connected with coaching do not provide “voting rights” to members. The difference is that membership in those organizations never included voting rights. Typically this is because they have different governance and tax structures.

Paradoxically, such organizations typically provide a number of interactive forums they use to solicit feedback or review comments by members. The ICF has no such forum, newsletter, or Internet-based podium for members to express their views, especially when those views conflict with the status quo.

In addition, without details about the fee structure that will accompany the four new membership categories, it seems that the announcement might have been made too soon. We don’t need to be included in all the debate and issues that emerged in the discussions that prompted the change, but there ought to be some more glorious vision, public disclosure, and rationale articulated than just stating that all members be “credentialed by the ICF.”

While the lack of detail in the membership announcement detracted considerably from its value, we strongly support the ICF’s intention to change membership requirements to reflect a higher standard. But to leap from “anybody can be a member” to prohibiting highly qualified members from full and equitable benefits seems unfair, poorly thought out, and “throwing the baby out with the bath.”

Conclusion
Peer Resources strongly supports the ICF mission and goals; we practice coaching; we use the term coach (even before the ICF was created), we conduct research on coaching; we inform others about coaching, but should we pay a fee to the ICF to demonstrate this? As a current member of the ICF, we don't plan to adopt the ICF certification system so that we can continue to be a voting member; and we don't plan to have our training program accredited by the ICF. So, really, what's in it for us?

We do, on the other hand, want to stay in the loop. We want to be able to influence ICF policy and practice through discussion and conversation. We especially want to know about ICF directions and ideas in order to inform others or assist others to make decisions about the value of membership in the ICF for their particular goals. At the present time, we believe that our goal as an information resource, clearinghouse, and objective third-party, contributes greatly to the advancement of coaching and the eventual global acceptance of coaching as a profession.

We also hope that this written document will have a catalytic impact on the thinking of others to help them identify which issues or points are integral to their decision about membership in an association.

Please feel free to contact the author with your ideas, reactions, or comments. Also, please feel free to become a member of our organization!

\\\\
Obtaining accurate membership numbers from the ICF has been difficult over the years. Despite a change in management companies running the ICF, discrepancies between official tallies still occur. In May, 2005 an official source from the ICF provided the figures about membership quoted in this article. More up-to-date figures appeared in the Coaching Insider where an ICF source is quoted as stating that the ICF has 8514 members, 1550 (or 1611) of which have earned ICF credentials. (Coaching Insider, July 20, 2005 Vol 1, Issue 9). The “about” page of the ICF website states that the ICF has 8645 members (July 26, 2005). 





In an recent article about coaching credentials, the commonly accepted characteristics of a field that qualifies as a “profession” were listed.  Coaching fell short on achieving several of those standards. (Source: Carr, R. (2005). A guide to credentials in coaching. Victoria, BC: Peer Systems Consulting Group.)





To comment on this paper, please feel free to send an email message to � HYPERLINK "mailto:rcarr@peer.ca" ��rcarr@peer.ca�. 





To review the benefits of becoming a member of the Peer Resources Network, please visit http://www.peer.ca/PRN.html.





A similar “lack of information” to members occurred on two separate occasions when the ICF changed management companies. In both instances, members received the “positive spin” message that typically cloaks most of the information issued by the ICF. 
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