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Distinguishing Characteristics: 
Starting Points for Discussion 

Contrast professional addiction counseling, 
peer-based recovery coaching and 
sponsorship on key characteristics--
recognizing that these characteristics exist 
on a continuum across organizations and 
groups that evolve over time. 



Foundational Knowledge

Counselor:  Emphasis on formal education (theory 
and science); vetted by the profession

Recovery Coach: Emphasis on experiential 
knowledge and training; vetted by the 
community 

Sponsor: Emphasis on experiential knowledge;  
vetted by reputation within a community of 
recovery  



Organizational Context

Counselor: Works within organizational hierarchy 
of treatment organization & with direct 
supervision

Recovery Coach: Organizational settings span 
treatment organizations, allied service 
organizations and recovery community 
organizations; varied degree of supervision

Sponsor:  Minimal hierarchy and no formal 
supervision



Service/Support Framework

Counselor: Works within a particular organizational 
treatment philosophy

Recovery Coach: Works across  multiple 
frameworks of recovery via choices of those with 
whom they work

Sponsor: Works within beliefs & practices of a 
particular recovery fellowship



Service/Support Relationship

Counselor: Significant power differential; extreme 
separation of helper/helpee roles; explicit ethical 
guidelines; high external accountability 

Recovery Coach: Minimal power differential; 
ethical guidelines being developed; moderate 
external accountability

Sponsor: Minimal power differential; support is 
reciprocal; relationship governed by group 
conscience; no external accountability



Style of helping

Counselor: Formal, personally guarded and 
strategic

Recovery Coach: Variable by organizational 
setting but generally personal and 
informal

Sponsor:  Informal, open and spontaneous


