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Marshall Goldsmith has developed a worldwide reputation for his work helping leaders achieve positive, measurable change in behavior. David Creelman spoke to him about the special challenges in coaching highly successful people. 



DC- You have hit upon an interesting topic, that sometimes even highly successful people need to change. As an HR manager, how do you diagnose there is a problem that somebody needs to change? MG- I don’t want to make this a semantic issue, but it is important to diagnose if there is a coaching opportunity, not a just a problem. My whole focus is "Helping Successful People Get Even Better", which is in fact the title of my upcoming book. The whole area of coaching is improving. Coaching used to be perceived as something you did to fix poor performers. I think coaching should also be used to help top performers get better. One reason that it is hard for successful people to change is that successful people are (in a positive way) delusional. We consistently over-rate ourselves relatively to our successful peers. The “good news” is that this causes us to try more things. The “bad news” is that we can have trouble hearing negative feedback. Successful people often confuse correlation with causality. We are all successful because of many things and in spite of others! Successful people have a huge need for self-determination, which means that if we don’t feel that we are personally committed to our own behavior change, we (typically) won’t do it. Another factor is that successful people tend to accept advice only from other people they see as successful. All this makes getting successful people to change very challenging. The first step is a diagnostic process that asks, "What are desired behaviors for a leader in this position?" Before we get anyone to change his/her behavior, we have to figure out what the desired behaviors are. The answer to this first question leads to a second, "Who are the key stakeholders around the person being coached?" We need to find out how the key stakeholders view the person relative to those key behaviors. Then we have to identify the most important, highest leverage, opportunities for improvement. 

DC- So as an HR manager responsible for leadership development, you might begin this diagnostic with any of your high performing people to look for these opportunities to make them better, and what you are looking for is that one really high leverage point. MG- Exactly, and it is not necessarily the area where their feedback score is the lowest. It is the area where improvement is going to make the biggest difference. 

DC- Do you use a formal psychometric tool in diagnosis? MS- I normally use customized 360 feedback—there is nothing wrong with generic 360 feedback, I just seldom use it. I design something specifically for the company or even for the individual. Then I gather additional information through interviews with all the key stakeholders. Usually the key stakeholders include all the direct reports, a subset of colleagues and anybody at a higher level who has a direct impact on this person’s success. In this process it is very important to agree “up front” on the desired behaviors and the key stakeholders – otherwise successful people may say the process involved the wrong behavior or the feedback came from the wrong people. I spend quite a bit of time getting buy-in before the process begins. It is also very important for the person being coached to understand that the behavior we are trying to change is the most important behavior for high leverage impact. It is not just some randomly picked low scoring behavior. Executives being coached should not just say, "I guess I should get better at that." They have to answer the question, "If I get better at this key behavior, is it going to make a real difference in the company?"

DC- Can you give me some examples of the behaviors of successful people a coach might work to change? MS- Some are classic. Most of the successful people I work with are incredibly bright and often times this high IQ comes with some dysfunctional behaviors. For example, impatience, not letting other people finish a sentence, figuring out what they have to say before they say it, trying to be right too much. These are some common issues with successful people. Another common issue is that successful people try to win too much. If it is important, we try to win, if it is meaningful we try to win, if it is trivial we try to win and if it is not worth it, we try to win anyway. Let me illustrate with a case study. Assume that you want to go out to dinner at Restaurant X, your significant other wants to go to Restaurant Y and you have an argument. You end up going to Restaurant Y. The food is terrible and the service is awful. You have two options. Option A: critique the food and service demonstrating your significant other was wrong, and this debacle could have been avoided if only they had listened to the ever so wise “me”! Option B: be quiet, eat the stupid food, try to enjoy it and have a nice evening. Seventy percent of the successful people I work with fail this test (according to their own definition of “failure”), they choose Option A and say they should have chosen Option B. This is a common issue I deal with, let the other people be right, quit winning small points. I often help successful people focus on “winning the big ones” and “letting go of the little ones”. A related point is people who are highly driven to succeed often experience something called “goal obsession”, which means we become so obsessed with achieving goals that they engage behavior that is inconsistent with the larger mission.

DC- Lower down the organization that would not matter, but as you move to higher levels then it becomes a critical career derailer. MG- Exactly. If you are a first line supervisor, goal obsession is much less of an issue. If you are a second line manager, and you are smart enough, you can carry it off. Even if you are a really smart third line manager with good skills, you can pull it off. Once you get beyond that it becomes dysfunctional.

DC- Once the client has decided what behavior they want to work on how does one actually intervene to help the person change? MS- Originally I believed that people could change because the coach was wise, smart and profound. Then I did extensive “before and after” research on people who attended my classes. I found that while many achieve positive change in behavior, some did not change at all. It dawned on me that their getting better had very little to do with me, but much more to do with them. So I started focusing on them. Now I''ve gone one more step, which is that I don’t just focus on a person I am coaching, I focus on everyone around the person I am coaching. Let me give you an example. Assume the person I am working with is smart, dedicated, hard working, driven to achieve, entrepreneurial, creative, cares about the company, cares about the customers, and likes team members. Let’s also assume that this person is stubborn, opinionated, never wants to be wrong and needs to be a better listener. 

DC- That sounds like a lot of executives. MG- Now, before I even start with the person, I say the following: “Here’s the way I work – I don’t get paid for a year and I don’t get paid if you don’t change. Change will not be measured by you or me; it will be measured by the significant stakeholders we select. Before I work with you, you have to commit to getting feedback. You have to commit to, and publicly identify, the behaviors you want to work on. You have to commit to having one-on-one dialogues with each of the people who are your significant stakeholders. You have to apologize for previous mistakes. You have to say you are not going to make excuses for your previous behavior. You have to follow up on a regular basis and you have to get re-measured. If you don’t want to do those things, that is fine, but I won’t work with you.” Now let’s assume this person does sign on – he/she gets feedback from 360s and the verbal interviews. Then I''ll get this person to have a one-on-one dialogue with each significant stakeholder and say, "I am going through this coaching process and I just got some feedback. I really appreciate participating in a process like this. I appreciate the time and the energy you have taken to give me good feedback. The issues you gave feedback on are very meaningful to me. There are a couple of things I would like to improve. One is I want to do a better job of treating people with respect. I may have come across to some people as arrogant or opinionated in the past. If I have ever done that around you please accept my apologies. There is no excuse for this behavior, but I cannot change the past. If you have a couple of ideas to help me do a better job of treating people with respect in the future, what would they be?" 

DC- This engagement of people beyond the individual being coached is very interesting. MS- Yes, in the future more than half my time in coaching will be not with the person I am coaching, but with the people around the person I am coaching. I ask the stakeholders, "Whatever real or imagined sins this person has committed in the past I cannot fix and he cannot fix. If you dig up the past all you will do is demoralize this person. Can you make a commitment to me to focus on the future and let go of the past? Second, I would like you to swear to me that you are going to tell the truth. I do not want to work for this person for one year, and hear you say, "I didn’t really mean those things I said in the feedback." Long-term you are not going to help this person or anybody else by lying to them.” Third, I ask key stakeholders to be helpful and supportive coaches, not cynics, critics or judges.

DC- So I see you invest a lot of effort in getting the right commitment from the person being coached and the stakeholders up front. What do you do next? MG- The person I am coaching goes back to the stakeholders every month or two and says, “Based on my behavior during the past two months, please give me some ideas to become a better listener." When getting these ideas I tell them to shut up, listen, take notes and say thank you. Then they follow-up, follow-up, and follow-up with their co-workers. Then in six to eight months I do a mini-survey and interview some co-workers and ask, “Is this person getting better? Is this person getting worse? What is this person doing right? What does this person need to change?” Then the person has another one-on-one dialogue with each stakeholder and says; “I have been working on improving my listening skills. And I want to say thank you for giving the feedback. Secondly, thank you for giving me ideas. I am not saying I am doing them all, but I am doing what I can and you are helping. And most importantly, I just did the mini-survey and things are improving. Thank you for helping me improve. Please give me some ideas for the next eight months." If they shut up, listen, take notes, and say thank you, then follow up, follow up, and follow up they get better.

DC- What are you doing with the stakeholders? MG- I coach them to be good coaches, to be supportive, not to stereotype the person, not to give them negative self-fulfilling prophecies, to be clear about what the person can do, to give them actionable ideas and recognize that we are all going to fail sometimes. The goal is to get the ball moving in the right direction and to reinforce forward momentum and to keep it going. 

DC- What advice can you give to the HR manager interested in setting up a coaching program? MG- I should emphasize that my approach is strictly focused on coaching for behavioral change, not strategic coaching, career planning or other types of coaching. Other types of coaching are not better or worse, just different. There is a whole world of executive coaching that I don’t deal with at all. The first thing is for the HR person to understand the variety of coaching interventions. For example, Dick Leider does life and career planning and does an excellent job of it. I have hired him as my personal coach. What he does is very different than what I do. What he does doesn’t lend itself to strict behavioral measurements and money back guarantees because it is more philosophical; it is more who am I? What is meaningful in life? Where am I going? Another type of coach is David Allen. He is a world expert in what I would call personal productivity: setting priorities, getting organized, managing your life. Another example—and this is more true with women executives than men—is the issue of being a perfectionist. Their desire to be perfect in everything to everybody. Perfect daughter, perfect wife, perfect mother, perfect friend, perfect boss, perfect subordinate, perfect customer, perfect colleague, perfect team member, perfect everything. The expert on this topic is Marjorie Shaevitz. If a person had any of the issues mentioned above, I would not recommend that the HR professional hire me as the person’s coach. The skills of the coach should be carefully aligned with the needs of the person being coached.

DC- Where is executive coaching going? MG- To me the future of executive coaching is to diagnose what the leaders need; make sure I have a good list of resource capabilities and carefully pick the resource capabilities to fit the individual’s needs. One of the biggest problems in our field is that many executive coaches call on clients and ask, "What do you need?" The client says, "I need strategy" and so the coach says, "Fine I will help you with that." But the coach doesn’t know anything about strategy. They may not be capable of making a real difference with their client. Many corporate-wide coaching programs are very undisciplined. They just get some good executive coaches and give them to the executives who want coaching. What''s really needed is a diagnosis of what an executive needs and what coaches have resources in what areas.

DC- Any final comments for our readers? MG- My advice to the reader is pick the one behavior that is going to make the biggest positive difference in your life. Talk to the most important people in your life and involved them in helping you change that behavior. Ask them to give you feedback not about the past, but ideas for the future. Listen to their ideas. Follow-up with them on a regular basis. If you do this, guess what can happen to you? No matter how successful you are now, you can get better!!! 



Afterword: Are Successful People Successful?Marshall Goldsmith has the rare privilege of working very closely with a large number of highly successful people. I asked him to give his response to common criticisms of successful people.

DC- One hears a variety of criticisms of successful people and I''d like to get your insights on these. For example, one executive coach told me that her impression was that successful people were not very happy. MG- That may be her impression, but statistically it is wrong. The research shows that rich people are happier than poor people, educated people are happier than uneducated people, pretty people are happier than ugly people and so on. If you are beautiful, highly intelligent, rich, successful, you love your work and the people around you love you, you might not be happy but you are more likely to be.

 DC- Barbara Ehrenreich, who wrote Nickel and Dimed, was surprised to find that the people working low wage jobs sorting clothes in Wal-Mart were just as smart as the professionals she met in her career as an award winning journalist. So my question is, do successful people really deserve their success? MG- In some cases she is exactly right. However, you have to realize the person who gets the most senior position is the person who wants it badly and there is going to be a big price for it. In many cases you might have a very bright person sorting clothes at Wal-Mart who has chosen for whatever reason not to strive for the senior position. If you are going to be CEO of a multi billion dollar company, you have to “pay the price”. It takes hours and hours of work and dedication and pressure and stakeholders and stockholders and employees and on and on and on. It is a huge price you have to pay. A lot of people don’t want to pay the price, which is fine. Each of us has to pick our own priorities and live the life that we choose.

DC- Finally, if you look at the people protesting against globalization in Seattle, they would probably say that the people behind globalization, behind the police lines – the successful people – are unethical. MG- You can be unethical and successful in the short run, but not in the long run. I worked for Johnson & Johnson; it is one of the most ethical companies in the world. They have averaged 10% growth per year for one hundred years. You cannot lie to people for one hundred years. They are very ethical because they are there for the long haul. Most business people are very ethical. The average person protesting in Seattle probably has never met a major executive and is naïve about how business works. They are listening to the press, which highlights the few unethical leaders. They do not know the thousands of ethical leaders that run most major business.

DC – Marshall, aside from your work in behavioral coaching, what other interesting work are you doing? MG - I am currently working on three joint ventures: 1) The Alliance for Strategic Leadership (A4SL) is a network based consulting organization that includes many of the top executive educators. We are putting together a new business to help serve our clients who have broad needs that go beyond any of our individual expertise and require synergy from a team. 2) The Financial Times Knowledge Dialogue is a process that connects clients with the world’s greatest thought leaders through video conferencing. 3) Duke Corporate Education - Personal Learning Systems is a coaching process that provides a “Mayo Clinic” style diagnosis for executives and then uses multiple coaches to help meet their specific needs. I think that this is a pioneering effort that represents the future of executive coaching. As you can see, all of these ventures are based upon the same philosophy. Carefully analyze client needs, then find the best resources that meet those specific needs. 

