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Coaches help individual family members grow;
consultants solve problems affecting the entire
family business. Learn when to hire each and
how they can work together.

The family enterprise field has long blurred the lines
between coaching and consulting. Advisors often use
the terms interchangeably; families rarely understand
the difference; and many professionals operate in ways
that unintentionally overlap both domains.

At first glance, this ambiguity may seem harmless. In
practice, however, it can create significant risk for
families, advisors, and the integrity of the work itself. A
consultant untrained in coaching may step into
emotionally sensitive developmental territory without the
psychological skill or ethical framework to do so
responsibly. Likewise, a coach without systems-level
expertise may inadvertently influence governance or
policy decisions that extend well beyond the scope of
individual development.

The purpose of this discussion is not to create rigid silos
between disciplines. In fact, some of the best outcomes
in family enterprise occur when coaches and
consultants collaborate exceptionally well. Rather, the
goal is to create greater clarity around roles,
boundaries, and expertise so advisors can work
together more effectively in service of families.

Sustainable, ethical work requires clarity, especially in
complex family environments where trust, influence, and
power dynamics are constantly at play.

This can be confusing for family stakeholders. They
seek competent help and presume that service
providers understand, and rigorously apply, these
distinctions to themselves. Unfortunately, consumers of
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these services need to educate themselves on these
distinctions to ensure they have the most appropriate
team to help their family.

What Coaching Actually Is
Coachingisfundamentally developmentalandindividual-
centered. Its purpose is to help a person increase self-
awareness, effectiveness, confidence, decision-making
capability, or alignment with their values and goals.

Even when coaches understand the broader family
system, their intervention is focused on helping one
person grow, reflect, make decisions, or change
behavior within that system. Within family enterprise,
coaching takes several forms.

e Executive coaching. Helps leaders enhance
social effectiveness, influence and followership,
and enterprise impact.

e Career coaching. Supports transitions, role
clarity, and career pathing inside or outside the
family business.

e Life coaching. Focuses more broadly on
fulfilment, wellbeing, confidence, and personal
alignment.

The strongest coaches often possess rigorous training
in psychology, organizational behavior, human
development, or accredited coaching methodologies.
Many hold International Coaching Federation (ICF)
certifications or advanced degrees and are trained to
navigate sensitive interpersonal dynamics responsibly.

Importantly, coaching is not simply giving advice. A
skilled coach is not primarily there to solve
organizational problems, dictate governance structures,
or manage family systems. Their role is to support the
development and effectiveness of the individual sitting
in front of them.
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Key Point: Look for a coach when the focus is
individual, personal and professional development.

What Consulting Actually Is

Consulting, by contrast, is system oriented. Consultants
work at the level of the family, ownership group, board,
sibling partnership, or enterprise system itself.

Their work typically involves governance design,
succession architecture, family meetings, leadership
development programming, policy development,
education, conflict navigation, or organizational
alignment.

There are different styles of consulting within the field.
Some consultants rely heavily on established
frameworks and best practices, applying structured
models to recurring family enterprise challenges. Others
operate in a more bespoke, problem-solving capacity,
addressing urgent conflict and transitions. Good
advisors are well-schooled in legitimate best practices
but are not slavishly devoted to their implementation.

Change is hard. Every best practice may be perceived
as supporting the interests of one faction over another,
producing unintended conflict in its wake when
implemented. Knowing how and when to adapt a so-
called best practice to a client situation is therefore
crucial.

The key distinction is not whether consultants are
relational, emotionally intelligent, or content experts. The
best consultants absolutely have all these qualities. The
distinction is that consultants intervene at the system
level. They are responsible for helping groups make
decisions, align across generations, clarify structures,
and solve collective problems.

Key Point: Look for a consultant when the focus is
systemic problem solving.

When the Two Work Together

Both excellent coaches and excellent consultants must
be highly curious, emotionally attuned, capable of
speaking truth to power, and deeply knowledgeable
about family dynamics. On the surface, they can look
remarkably similar.

In the best scenarios, coaching and consulting are
complementary and roles are well-defined. The
consultant helps orchestrate the broader goals of the
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family enterprise by aligning stakeholders, structuring
governance, facilitating group conversations, and
guiding collective decision-making. The coach helps
individual family membersreflectdeeply, strengthen self-
awareness, and remain accountable to their own
developmental goals within that larger process.

Consider a family meeting. A consultant may facilitate
the meeting itself, managing the group process and
advancing shared objectives. Simultaneously, coaches
working with individual family members may have
prepared those individuals beforehand by helping them
clarify goals, regulate emotional triggers, or enter the
meeting with greater intentionality and self-awareness.
When done well, the collaboration creates far greater
alignment than either discipline could accomplish
independently.

Equally important, neither role becomes compromised
by conflicting loyalties or hidden agendas. The coach is
not trying to influence governance outcomes. The
consultant is not functioning as someone’s private
therapist or confidante. Boundaries remain intact, roles
stay clear, and trust becomes easier to maintain.

Key Point: Ensure appropriate communication between
coaches and consultants, while maintaining
appropriate boundaries and confidentiality.  This
provides valuable insight which leverages the work of
each professional.

What Makes Collaboration

Successful

Successful collaboration between coaches and
consultants requires unusual discipline. Three practices
separate partnerships that serve families well from
those that quietly create confusion.

Clear Agreements on Information Sharing

Families need confidence that sensitive information
shared in coaching conversations will not be leaked into
broader consulting work. At the same time, consultants
need enough visibility into themes, goals, and
engagement levels to coordinate broader family
processes effectively. The solution is not total secrecy
or total transparency. It is intentional contracting upfront
regarding what will and will not be shared.

Explicit Role Boundaries, Set Early
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Problems emerge when either the consultant or the
coach begins expanding beyond their mandate in ways
that create dependency, confusion, or political
complexity within the family system. Some overlap is
unavoidable. When coaches and consultants work
together well, they can initiate hand-offs cleanly within
that overlapping space.

Mutual Accountability

Coaches and consultants should be willing to challenge
one another when the work is not serving the family
effectively. That level of professional maturity is rare, but
it is precisely what families deserve.

Working Together

Clear roles. Intact boundaries. Better outcomes for
families. This paper reflects a shared conviction
between our two firms: that families are best served
when individual development work and system-level
work are each done well, by practitioners trained for
them, in deliberate partnership with one another.
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