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Session Objectives

• Understand the exam formats and 
design of exam items

• Gain awareness of how ICF exams are 
developed

• Acquire effective study and 
preparation strategies for ICF exams



ICF-credentialed coaches are professionals 
who have met rigorous standards and 

credentialing requirements.



Certification Exams
• Certification requires demonstrating the knowledge and 

skills required by a profession or role
• But how do we know what knowledge and skills are required?

• Knowledge and skill requirements are identified through a 
job analysis
•  Best practices recommend updating job analysis information 

every 5-7 years

•Our team completed the most recent job analysis in June 2025
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Job Analysis Elements

7

*KAO = knowledge, skills, 
and other characteristics



Exam Content (blueprint)
ACC Exam 
Domains

• 30% - Ethics

• 30% - Definition & Boundaries of 
Coaching

• 40% - Coaching Competencies, 
Strategies & Techniques

ICF Credentialing 
Exam Domains
Foundation
• 13% - Demonstrates Ethical Practice
• 12% - Embodies a Coaching Mindset

Co-Creating the Relationship
• 12% - Establish & Maintain Agreements
• 13% - Cultivates Trust & Safety
• 13% - Maintains Presence

Communicating Effectively
• 12% - Listens Actively
• 13% - Evokes Awareness

Cultivating Learning & Growth
• 12% - Facilitates Client Growth

Team Coaching 
Exam Domains

Foundation
• 14.3% - Demonstrates Ethical Practice 

Co-Creating the Relationship
• 14.3% - Establish & Maintain Agreements
• 14.3% - Cultivates Trust & Safety
• 14.3% - Maintains Presence

Communicating Effectively
• 14.3% - Listens Actively
• 14.3% - Evokes Awareness

Cultivating Learning & Growth
• 14.3% Facilitates Client Growth



Exam Formats

ACC Exam

90-minute exam

60 multiple-choice (MC) items

Knowledge-based

One correct answer

Each item = 0 or 1 point

ICF 
Credentialing 

Exam (current)
180-minute exam

78 situational judgment items 
(SJIs)

Judgement-based

Identify Best Action and 
Worst Action

Each item = 0, 1, or 2 points

Team Coaching 
Certification Exam

150-minute exam

62 items in total

Knowledge- and Judgment-based

27 MC items (one correct answer)
35 SJIs (identify best/worst actions)

MC items = 0 or 1 point
SJIs = 0, 1, or 2 points



Item Types
Multiple-Choice Knowledge Items

• Designed to assess knowledge of 
coaching principles

• Each item has a stem written as a 
question followed by a set of response 
options 

• Examinees identify the one correct 
answer

• Items are rooted in content from ICF’s 
Body of Competency and Knowledge 
(BoCK) - completed earlier this year

• Defines core concepts, knowledge, 
and practical applications of skills

Situational Judgment Items

• Designed to assess judgment and 
decision-making in a coaching context 

• Each item has a scenario describing a 
challenging coaching situation 
followed by four plausible actions

• Examinees identify the Best Action and 
the Worst Action

• Items are rooted in vignettes of actual 
coaching called “Performance 
Incidents” written by coaches
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Example Knowledge Item



A coach is meeting with a prospective client who is starting a new 
business. The coach and prospective client quickly establish a 
connection. As the coach and client are ending the conversation, 
the prospective client mentions the name of their new business. 
The coach recognizes the business, as the coach is an investor in 
a more established competitor business. 
What should the coach do?

A. Say nothing and keep their role as an investor in a competing 
business separate from their role as a coach.

B. Mention the business name sounds familiar and plan to 
research if it is a competitor later.

C. Share their role as investor in the competitor business only if 
the prospective client follows up to pursue coaching.

D. Share their role as an investor in a competing business and 
acknowledge the possibility of a conflict of interest.

Example Situational Judgement Item
Scenario: 
Describes a 
challenging 
coaching situation 
requiring judgment 
to resolve

Response 
Options: 
Examinees 
evaluate and react 
to a variety of 
plausible actions 
that could be taken 
in response to the 
situation.Best

Worst



ICF Exam Development Process
• The process is aligned to globally accepted standards for 

certification exam development
• National Commission for Certifying Agencies (NCCA) Standards 

for the Accreditation of Certification Programs
• Standard 14: The certification program must have a study that defines and analyzes 

descriptions of job-related elements linked to the purpose of the credential.

• Standard 16: Certification examinations must be developed according to established 
specifications and sound psychometric principles and practices.

• Standard 17: A certification program must establish a passing standard that relates 
performance on the examination to the level of proficiency required for certification. 

• Assessment experts and Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) involved 
in each stage of the development process



Exam Development & 
Maintenance Cycle

Item 
Development

SME 
Content & 
Technical  
Review

SME Bias, 
Sensitivity, & 

Linkage Review
Pilot Test Standard 

Setting
Operational 

Exam

SME 
Involvement



Exam Resourses 

• Acquire effective study and 
preparation strategies for ICF exams

• How do I find the answer to an ICF 
credential question?

• What resources are available to me?
• General Exam Tips



Each credential now has a Candidate Guide. 
These will provide 98.7%* of all answers to any ICF Credentialing 
question: 
• ACC Candidate Guide 
• PCC Candidate Guide
• MCC Candidate Guide
• ACTC Candidate Guide 
• Credential Renewal Guide

*May not be scientifically provable

Candidate Guides

https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/11/ACC-Candidate-Guide-11.18.24-final.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/11/ACC-Candidate-Guide-11.18.24-final.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/01/PCC-Candidate-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/01/PCC-Candidate-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/01/MCC-Candidate-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/01/MCC-Candidate-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/02/ACTC-Candidate-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/02/ACTC-Candidate-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/03/ICF-Recertification-Guide.pdf
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/03/ICF-Recertification-Guide.pdf


Tutorials for all three ICF Credentialing 
exams are available on Pearson’s 
website

• Exam Functionality
• Navigation 
• Sample Items

https://www.pearsonvue.com/
https://www.pearsonvue.com/us/en/icf.html

Tutorials

https://www.pearsonvue.com/
https://www.pearsonvue.com/us/en/icf.html


General Info
https://coachingfederation.org/credentials-and-standards

Core Competencies
https://coachingfederation.org/credentials-and-standards/core-
competencies

Minimum Skills Requirements  https://coachingfederation.org/credentials-
and-standards/performance-evaluations/minimum-skills-requirements 

ICF Code of Ethics 
https://coachingfederation.org/ethics/code-of-ethics

ACC Exam Reference List
https://coachingfederation.org/app/uploads/2024/10/ICF_CS_ACC-Exam-
Reference-List.pdf 

Other Resources 



Preparation

Start Early: Give yourself plenty of time to study

Know the Format: Understand the types of questions you'll face

Create a Study Plan: Break topics into manageable chunks and set goals for 
each session.

Practice Actively: Use flashcards, quizzes, or teach the material to someone 
else.

General Test Taking Tips



Day of Exam

Rest: Get a good night’s sleep the night before.

Food and Water: Plan your meals around your exam and make sure you are 
hydrated.

Plan your Breaks: Make sure you are ready to sit the exam.

Know Where You Are Going: Plan your route to the test center and ensure 
you get there early - Read the information in the Candidate Guide.

Technology: Know what is required for remote testing - Read the 
information in the Candidate Guide.

General Test Taking Tips



During the Exam

Read Carefully: Don’t rush—make sure you understand what each question 
is asking.

Watch the Clock: Keep an eye on time. How long have you budgeted for 
each item type? 

Use Process of Elimination: Narrow down choices to improve your odds.

Stay Calm: If you hit a tough question, take a breath and move on—come 
back to it later (you can flag items). 

Trust Your Preparation: Go with your instincts if you're unsure—your first 
answer is often right. There is no penalty for guessing – make sure each item 
has a response.  

General Test Taking Tips



After the Exam

Review What You Learned: Reflect on what went well and what could 
improve. Regardless of outcome you know more than when you started. 

Celebrate Your Effort: Regardless of the outcome, completing a certification 
process is an achievement.

Plan Next Steps: Whether it’s retaking, advancing to the next level, or 
applying your certification—keep moving forward.

General Test Taking Tips





coachingfederation.org
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