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Executive coach Marshall Goldsmith understands the importance of perception: “In leadership, it doesn’t matter what we say,” he tells JAL. “It only matters what they hear.”
In an interview with JAL editors, executive coach Marshall Goldsmith, named by the American Management Association as one of 50 great thinkers and business leaders who have influenced the field of management in the past 80 years, shares his ideas on how to help successful leaders become even more so.

Goldsmith, a Ph.D. from UCLA who has written more than 20 books, evaluates his success as a coach after reviewing input from the coworkers who interact with his clients. How they view his clients’ new behaviors determines whether Goldsmith gets paid for his services. According to Goldsmith, we are responsible for creating our own happiness, but effective leaders have a responsibility to provide opportunities for coworkers to be happy.

Although many leaders fear or dismiss introspection, Goldsmith makes the business case for wading into this territory: “Association leaders would be well served to move beyond talking about ‘How can our association better help you as a client?’ and take it to the next level by asking ‘What can I do?’”

Combining new thinking about success with conventional wisdom that we’ve heard but rarely practiced, Dr. Goldsmith shared his views on life and leadership.

JAL: You’ve written extensively, spoken to thousands, and coached important people. What do you think association CEOs need to hear from you?
MG:I think the message they need to hear from me is how to achieve a positive long-term change in leadership behavior for themselves, for their people, and for their teams.

JAL: In executive coaching, aligning behaviors and actions with what really matters is a fairly simple concept to understand. What does it take to help clients shift from an intellectual understanding to behavioral changes that create new levels of success for them?
MG: First, my clients need to be willing to get feedback on their own leadership behavior. They have to talk to everyone around them about what they’ve learned from the feedback. They have to focus on the key areas that are going to make the biggest difference in their long-term improvement. They have to follow up on a regular basis, and they have to get re-measured on increased effectiveness by those around them twice.

We have research from 86,000 people that was published in an article called “Leadership Is a Contact Sport” in the Journal of Strategy in Business. The research is very compelling because it basically says if people just have a coach or they just go to a course, or they do some leadership development activity and they don’t follow up on a regular basis with their coworkers, they don’t get better. The key to our long-term change is a willingness and a commitment to learn from everyone around us.

JAL: You enter a coaching relationship by gaining agreement about your process with your client, but your work is tied to the feedback of those around your client. How have you found that those around your client react to your coaching process?
MG: More than half my work as a coach is not spent with the people I coach. It’s spent with their coworkers. Let me describe how I begin with the coworkers. First thing I’d say to the coworker is, “Ms. Coworker, I’m going to be working with your manager for the next year to a year and a half. I do not get paid if he or she doesn’t get better. Better is not determined by my client. Better is not determined by me. Better is determined by you and your fellow coworkers.”

“I have four requests for you. First, can you let go of the past? You see, whatever sins—real or imagined—my coaching client has committed in the past, I cannot change, nor can he or she change these things. Can you let go of the past?” Now, is this simple for the coworker to say? Yes. Is this easy to do? No.

Second, I make people swear to tell the truth. I do not want to conclude a year and a half of work with a client by reporting that coworkers say he or she has gotten better and then, behind my client’s back, someone says they didn’t get better. That’s not right. I’m not naïve. I know that if I have people swear to tell the truth, it doesn’t mean they all will. I do know it increases the odds they will.

Third, I say, “I want you to be a positive and supportive coach for your coworker, not a cynic, critic, or judge. If my client reaches out to try to build relationships with you and you act cynical, critical, and judgmental, the client will quit. If my client tries to build a positive relationship with you and you’re positive and supportive, the client will be much more likely to continue working on it.”

“The final request for you is that I want you to pick something to do better yourself, as a coworker.” One of my favorite clients involved coaching a company’s CEO. In the end, probably 200 people got better. As the CEO tries to get better, all the coworkers try to get better. It’s a ripple effect, and everyone’s trying to improve, as opposed to everyone pointing their fingers at upper management and blaming them for everything that is going wrong.

JAL: If the measure or standard of success is the coworkers’ interpretation, doesn’t that run the risk of confusing my success with others’ projections of what success should be? How do you manage that?
MG: It’s an interesting question. Do people really change behavior, or are they merely perceived as changing behavior? The answer is kind of the opposite of what you said. It is much harder to change perception than it is to change behavior. For example, if I have a stereotype of you that says you’re a bad listener, I’m going to look for bad listener in whatever you do. Anything you do to communicate bad listener will reinforce my previously existing stereotype. Let me give you a simple behavioral example to illustrate my point. Let’s say I’m coaching you, and one issue you want to work on is avoiding destructive comments about other people. Well, that’s pretty simple, right? You would think that you just need to quit making the destructive comments.

For seven months you never make a destructive comment about anyone. Seven months later you say, “Stupid SOBs in finance, idiot bean counters, damned company is run by a bunch of idiot accountants.” Your coworker hears you. You know what that coworker’s first reaction is? “He never changed.” This, despite the fact that for seven months your behavior totally changed. That one comment will kick in your coworker’s previous stereotype, and that’s all it takes.

However, if you engage coworkers along the way in providing feedback, you get support. In this example, if the client had said to his coworker, “Hey, I want to be a positive team player, not make destructive comments.” And if every couple of months the client follows up with his coworker, “Hey, give me some ideas. I want to do a great job at being a team player, not making destructive comments. Any suggestions based on the last couple of months?” And the coworker says, “You know what? Now that I think of it, you’ve done a great job. Keep doing it.” It’s been four months. “You’ve done a great job.” It’s been six months. “Hey, I didn’t think you’d change, but you’re getting a lot better.” And then finally, when you do mess up, the coworker will have some context and will realize that seven months have passed without you making a mistake. Then the feedback can be, “You know what? You made a mistake this week. You shouldn’t have said that.” Then my client can apologize and say, “You’re right, I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I’ll do better.”

Situation A, did your behavior change? Yes. Did my perception change? No. Situation B, did your behavior change? Yes. Did my perception change? Yes. In leadership, it doesn’t matter what we say. It only matters what they hear.

JAL: In your model, it is an ongoing and proactive feedback loop that ties a specific question to a specific behavior, right? It’s not this generic “How am I doing?”
MG: No, it’s not. And by the way, it’s not all feedback. There are two different forms of following up in my approach. One is called feedback and the other is called feed-forward. Feedback is all confidential. I don’t have executives ask their direct reports for feedback. The bottom line is they don’t want to give them feedback anyway, especially negative feedback. People generally have learned that critiquing the CEO is probably not the ultimate in career enhancement strategies. So I don’t have anybody provide face-to-face feedback to CEOs, nor do I have the CEOs ask for feedback. What they ask for is feed-forward, which is saying, “Don’t give me feedback about the past. Give me ideas for the future.”

For example, let’s say I’m the CEO and you’re my coworker. The way the process starts is that the feedback from co-worers is all confidential. I interview everyone around the CEO. Then, if I’m the CEO and you were my coworker, I’d say, “Ms. Coworker, you know I’ve received this confidential feedback. Thank you very much for participating. I really appreciate this. I know you’re busy. I appreciate your spending your time to help me. A lot of my feedback is very positive, including statements that I am ethical, dedicated, hard working, driving to achieve, caring about our company and our customers, getting results. These are important values to me, which I hoped might get positive reaction (and they have), and I just want to say how grateful I am for the positive feedback.”

Then they don’t say “but,” they say “and”: “And there’s something I’d like to do better. In the past, I’ve come off as stubborn or opinionated, always trying to be right. I’ve done that to you or the people around you. I’m sorry. Please accept my apologies. There’s no excuse for this behavior. I can’t change the past. So, if you don’t mind, I’m going to ask you not to give me more feedback about the past. I can change the future. If you happen to have some ideas to help me be a more open-minded listener in the future, what might they be?” Then, whatever the coworker says, the CEO is quiet and then says, “Thank you.” The people I coach never promise to do everything that is suggested. Leadership is never a popularity contest. What they say is, “I cannot promise to do everything everyone suggests. I can promise, however, to listen to everyone, to think of everyone’s ideas, and do what I can. Again, I can’t change the past and I can’t change everything. I can change the future and I can change something. I’m going to follow up and involve you and ask you to help me get better. And I appreciate your participating in this process.”

JAL: And do you find that people continue this and incorporate it into their practices and culture over time?
MG: My average client relationship is a year and a half. That’s a long time. And the reason is, after a year and a half, you’ve started establishing patterns and habits. And they get success. It’s not a negative process. They’re getting positive reinforcement, they’re getting positive feedback, they’re getting the success. So, it’s not seen as punitive or negative. It’s seen as positive. One thing I’ve worked very hard to do is try to take the coaching realm out of being seen as something that’s fixing negative people into helping positive people get even better.

The best thing leaders can do to help other people develop is be role models themselves for personal development and do it publicly.

I’ll give you an example. If Michael Dell stands up in front of everybody and says, “My name is Michael Dell. . . . I’ve gotten feedback. . . . Here’s what I’m working on. . . . Here’s what I’m trying to improve,” he makes a huge positive impact. Michael Dell doesn’t have to say this. Michael Dell can say, “My name is Michael Dell, and yours isn’t.” What happens to people’s respect for Michael Dell when he stands up and acts like a human being instead of a big shot? It goes up. It doesn’t go down. And what happens to the odds that they’re going to work on their own development? As you can see, he’s not leading by preaching. He’s leading by doing.

JAL: You’ve talked of your own commitment to Buddhist traditions. How does that show up in your work?
MG:I’m more of a philosophical, rather than spiritual, Buddhist. I use it a lot in my coaching because much of what I coach people in is to let go of the past, to get over previous sins, quit carrying around things over and over and over, and to get on with life. Buddhists are very positive about change: every time I take a breath it’s a new me. On the other hand, a lot of people in the West stereotype ourselves: “That’s just the way I am.” Well, as long as you think you can’t change, that’s why you can never change. Change is eminently doable. We can all change.

JAL:You’ve talked before about happiness. How do you define happiness, and how do you see it in the context of work life?
MG:My basic goal is to help people have a better life. I just did a webinar and the title was “Effectively Influencing Up: How to Make a Positive Difference without Sacrificing Yourself.” I talked about ways you can try to make a positive difference yet not sacrifice your own happiness. Half the webinar was how to positively influence upper management and try to change what you can change. The other half was make peace with what you can’t change. If you can’t change it, let it go. Learning how to make peace with what you can’t change and to achieve happiness with where you are now are important skills to learn.

I think today happiness is going to be critically important and thus loving what you do is going to be critically important. If you love what you do, it doesn’t matter that you work 70 hours a week. You enjoy it. If you don’t love what you do and you’re working 70, 80 hours a week and under all this pressure, this is not good.

The research on happiness shows us that in the United States as our incomes have gone up, our level of happiness has not gone up. I don’t believe you can ever achieve happiness by having more, nor can you achieve happiness by having less. You can only achieve happiness with learning to be happy with what you have.

JAL: What I hear in that message is each of us has an individual responsibility to create that happiness and be clear about what really matters.
MG:It’s our own choice. I mean, the one thing that we have control over is our own mind. And if you choose to be miserable, guess what: you will be.

JAL: And it seems like there are huge implications within our organizations for the leaders to understand that work is part of the happiness equation.
MG:I think some of the real challenges involve recruiting. I recently got to hear the CEO of Google talk about how are they going to keep people at Google after they pay them all these millions of dollars. He said the only people they want to work there are those who understand it’s not about money. It’s about finding meaning in what they’re doing. The people who get that are the people they want to hire.

It’s about meaning. In the new world, more and more, it needs to be about meaning and happiness and fulfillment.

JAL: What are you identifying as emerging ideas or approaches that are maybe in their rough form but they’re intriguing to you?
MG: Well, I think a key is mutual responsibility. Historically, in the world of executive coaching, there is an idea that CEO Bob would build a better relationship with COO Mary by having Bob sit in a room with me, the executive coach, and talk about Mary. And somehow in this process of Bob talking to me about Mary, he builds a better relationship with Mary. I’ve learned this is wrong. It doesn’t work. The way Bob builds a better relationship with Mary is Bob sits in a room with Mary and listens to Mary, and Mary listens to Bob, and they both take responsibility to build a positive relationship with each other. As shocking as it sounds, that’s it. So simple, and yet historically it is not what people have focused on.

Who takes responsibility? My clients take responsibility.

For example, in many companies, people will say “We don’t know the company’s mission.” Then the company tries to put together a communications program to better communicate the mission. What they don’t do is instill a sense of mutual responsibility in employees. Did you ever ask anybody what the mission was? If you don’t know what the mission is, ask! There is no sense of mutual responsibility.

Chris Argyris made a great point about upward feedback. He said upward feedback can turn into upward buck-passing and, rather than empowering people, if you’re not careful, it can disempower people. I totally agree with what he said. If my job is to critique upper management all day and just to sit there and evaluate what they’re doing right or wrong, that disempowers me. My job should be to make a positive difference and to talk about how we together can make a positive difference, not just sit there and critique other people. I think the more you get into mutual responsibility, the more everyone improves.

JAL: When you talk about the mutual responsibility, are you saying that rather than waiting or sitting passively and saying, “But nobody told me,” or “Nobody made that clear to me,” each of us must take the responsibility to say, “For me to be successful, what do I need to know, and how do I get that information and get that satisfied so that I can move forward?”
MG: Exactly. And this is a huge shift for most companies. Peter Drucker said the leader of the past knew how to tell. The leader of the future knows how to ask. Most of us manage knowledge workers. The definition of a knowledge worker is that they know more about what they’re doing than their boss does. You can’t tell knowledge workers what to do and how to do it. You have to involve them. And if you are the knowledge worker, Peter Drucker also talked about the importance of taking responsibility and make a positive difference, not just being a technical expert who tries to be right all the time.

JAL:What comes through in this conversation is that you’re really getting to the humanness rather than the role people play at work.
MG:That’s exactly right. Because, leadership is about human interaction and human relationship, not abstract theories. The challenge for most leaders is not understanding the practice of leadership. It is practicing their understanding of leadership. What we’ve historically done in leadership development is to keep thinking that if we teach them the right thing, all problems will be fixed. No. If that were true, everyone in the United States who understood they’re supposed to exercise and go on a diet would be in shape. Everybody knows what to do. We just don’t do it. The problem isn’t understanding what to do. It’s doing it.

Every company has motivational stuff up on the walls. It basically all says the same thing. Well, it’s all good, but it doesn’t matter what you say. It just matters what you do. The main reason leaders should model self-improvement is not to learn to say something better, it’s to learn to be something better.

JAL: What doesn’t typically get asked in interviews you do that you think is important territory for association leaders to understand?
MG:I think a question that doesn’t get asked is how to take the kinds of concepts we’ve talked about in this interview beyond the leadership. In other words, how do these same concepts apply to my key members and customers?

And let me make my prediction. Most association leaders have probably done a good job of getting feedback from members about how the organization can help the members. My prediction is they’ve gotten almost no feedback from members about their own behavior and what they can do to really make a positive difference for these same clients. I could be wrong, but I wouldn’t bet against me.

Association leaders would be well served to move beyond talking about ”How can our association better help you as a client?” and take it to the next level by asking ”What can I do?”

Get out of this theory stuff, from which we are psychologically removed, and start personalizing it. What does it mean to me? Then it becomes another element of personal role modeling.

And by the way, then the members can start thinking, “As a client and member of the association, what can I do to make sure this association does a great job of meeting my needs? What can I do to create a positive environment that benefits all the members?” So again, we’re back to mutual responsibility.

JAL: If an association CEO’s only exposure to your work came from reading this interview, what are the most important things for him or her to understand from your work? What would make the greatest difference in his or her leadership?
MG: Number one is the main reason to try to achieve a positive long-term change in leadership behavior is to be a great role model for everyone in your organization. That’s number one. Number two, only embark upon a path to change because, in your heart, you believe this is the right thing to do. And you know what? That’s enough.

This interview was conducted by Jon C. Hockman and Lynn Courier, principals and partners of Dream Dare Do (d3), and JAL editors.
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