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Stressed out? Get a life coach

By Kayo Matsushita

Every week, Tina Marino calls her "coach." She has never met this person, to whom she pays several hundred dollars a month for advice. After months of telephone calls, which started last November, Marino quit her 15-year, six-figure income job as a production manager and became an intern with a international medical organization, which helps disaster victims.

A 38-year-old single woman from Los Angeles, Calif., Marino feels she has never been happier. "Now, I feel that the more you're open to things, more things will come in," she says, repeating the phrase she learned from her coach. 

Marino is one of a growing number of people who believe life coaches can change their lives for the better. Calling from their homes, coaches teach how to cope with stress and ways to prioritize life choices. Clients range from working mothers to burned-out businessmen. 

Merci Miglino, a former director of communications for both houses of the New York State Legislature, coaches Marino. "Coaching has been a part of who I am for the most of my life. I just didn't see it as an exclusive profession," says Miglino, who became a life coach two years ago. "When I left the job, I looked for something that I really wanted to do. I got on the Internet and realized that people are doing this all over the world."

International Coach Federation, a nonprofit organization of personal and business coaches, estimates that the number of coaches worldwide at 15,000 to 20,000. Founded in 1992, the federation provides four types of certifications for those who want to become professionals in coaching: Master, Professional, Internal Corporate and Associate Coach.

The federation claims more than 4,500 members in 178 chapters in 32 countries, said Roz Myers, director of administration and operation. 

Although no federal or state requirements apply, the federation requires 60 to 200 hours of training and 250 to 2,500 hours of client coaching experience to become a certified coach. The federation says that coaches earn an average of $250 to $500 for an hour session, most of which is done over the phone. 

Ann Marie DeAngelo, a former ballerina who now works as a choreographer and artistic director, views life coaching as an ideal career. Sitting in her sand-yellow leather couch with her two Yorkshire terriers, she spends an hour on the phone every Wednesday for a "teleclass" of the International Coaching Academy. She scribbles notes to herself during the conversation about her clients' making unwanted commitments, which often prevents them from moving forward. 

DeAngelo is one of the students of ICA, a coach training organization, which offers courses over the telephone and online to prospective coaches. The rates range from $2,000 to $3,200 for certified programs. Most of DeAngelo's "classmates" are women in their mid-40s with experience in the administrative or professional field.

"Does anyone have anything to share?" says the trainer through a conference call with 15 or so students from all over the United States, Canada and Australia. Most of them already coaching, students discuss their clients as well as problems of late payment or how to find new clients. 

"The moment that I read the first paragraph about it, I knew that there was no other route for me," said one of the students, Nerredith Brewer, 44, of Canada. She has been working mostly in administration. "I was looking for career options to make a switch based on my past experience," she said. "When I discovered coaching. I said, 'This is it.'"

Sue Clark, 56, of Queensland, Australia, has been working in the counseling field for many years. "To me, telephone coaching is brilliant because the person is far more open and feels less fearful," she said. "When you are locked in the counseling room together for an hour, they know they are stuck." 

ICA is one of the 49 training institutions listed by the federation. Starting with 26 students just a year ago, ICA now has 110 students from five countries. 

David Wood, the director of ICA, strolls along the waterfront with his headset as he coaches his 10 clients over the phone from Sidney, Australia. A former management consultant in New York, Wood's clients include the chief executive of a recruitment company, a 27-year-old musician in Switzerland and a single woman looking for a long-term relationship. 

In his third year as a professional coach, Wood earned about $38,800 by coaching only two days a week. "You can work from home, contribute to people's lives, and you can get paid for it," he said. 

Some clients leave after trial sessions because they don't feel it's worthwhile or because they cannot afford it. But Wood claims the demand is booming. "Some coaches are getting up to six-digit incomes and even more now," he says. "People are willing to pay for the results."
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There’s always that one person who breezes into section, not a hair out of place, seemingly carefree. When she opens her perfectly organized folder, a straight A paper peeks out. As she leaves class, her cell phone rings with a call from one of her many admirers. 

According to Dennis Gaudet, this picture-perfect life can be yours—for a small fee. He promises a better life, with “virtually no concerns or problems.” He brags that he can help you get “as many truly great friends as you want” while showing you how to “have great time in life.” 

Though he promises the moon, Gaudet is no fairy godmother. He’s not even a licensed psychologist. He is, by his own description, a life coach. So far, six Harvard students have signed up for his daily dish of encouragement, enthusiasm and empathy. 

Each week, 45-year-old Gaudet speaks with his client for a few hours on the phone, helping them to form concrete plans for achieving abstract goals. He says, “Coaching is very experimental. I try to get people from where they are to where they want to be.” Gaudet continues, “It’s like being in a lab—sometimes you get a cure for cancer and sometimes you get glop. It’s okay, you just try something else.” 

Though Gaudet is not at Harvard as an official campus life coach, he is an University employee. On a typical day, he works as a teaching assistant for the Extension School, teaching several classes a day in both introductory psychology and basic math. Outside the classroom, Gaudet spends much of his day on the phone, talking clients through all sorts of personal issues, ranging from the mundane to the bizarre. “I actually had a client who wanted to work on his relationship with his dog. The man was a control freak and his dog was apparently a free spirit.” 

The Boston native emphasizes that life coaching is different from therapy because of the former’s emphasis on concrete methods, as opposed to Freudian free association. Despite this, Gaudet certainly sounds like a therapist, admitting that his coaching “always dove-tails back into the personal,” he says. “The best thing I can do is to provide a place for people to be vulnerable. This is typically not allowed in society.” 

Stephen Blinn, 29, an employee at the Undergraduate Degree Office and a student at the Extension School, has only positive things to say about Gaudet. “I’ve been working with him for about three years, and I’ve seen improvement in my diet, my exercise, my working—my lifestyle basically.” 

In his male-dominated clientele, Gaudet has noticed a pattern: the “big fish in a small pond syndrome.” He explains, “Attending this University comes with a lot of expectations. Kids feel that they need to live up to the name. Either they’re legacies and it was ordained from birth that they attend, or this is their first step up, and they feel like they don’t fit in.” 

For Gaudet, the coaching doesn’t stop when the clock strikes five. He says, “My guy friends sometimes pull me aside to ask for advice. I have to make it clear if it is an off night.” Laughing, he says, “I tell them, ‘Do you want me to answer as a life coach or as a friend?’ Because if you want me to answer as a life coach, I’ll send you a bill.” 
