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Photo (color): Marshall Goldsmith teaches a class in coaching skills. He charges $250,000 to instruct some of the world's most successful executives. Forbes magazine has called him a "rock star." Tribune photo by Jose M. Osorio 

Nearly every night executive coach Marshall Goldsmith gets a call from a friend who asks him 24 questions. 

Their four-minute routine is no soul-searching exercise. Most of the questions are mundane: How much did you walk today? How many push-ups did you do? Did you say or do something nice for your wife? 

The list changes depending on the behaviors Goldsmith is working on, but one question never varies. It's the first his friend always asks. 

"How happy are you?" 

Without happiness "everything else is irrelevant," says Goldsmith, who can answer to the decimal point where he registers on his 10-point "happy meter." 

"I'm usually between 9.2 and 9.8," he says. 

The 58-year-old has a lot to be happy about. He has a best-selling book. His client roster reads like a corporate who's who, including the likes of Boeing, Motorola and Goldman Sachs. 

And his celebrity status as a coach -- Forbes called him a "rock star" -- allows him to charge $250,000 per engagement to teach some of the world's most successful executives how to become better bosses. 

He promises to waive his fees if the people who work with them don't see measurable improvement, and he says he gets paid 90 percent of the time. 

All those accomplishments would make many people smug, but Goldsmith is having too much fun promoting his Buddhist-inspired path to enlightened leadership to waste time feeling superior. 

"Don't be too serious; if you're too serious, people get bummed out," he told a group of coaches last week in a training seminar in Chicago. "I had a client, Breyers Ice Cream. I said, 'Remember, it's only ice cream.'" 

The angular 6-footer beamed and bounced on his toes to emphasize his point. 

A pioneer in the now-crowded executive-coaching field, Goldsmith earned his reputation by working with difficult bosses whose value to their companies was judged great enough to warrant shelling out six-figure fees to reform their annoying and sometimes destructive behaviors. 

These days he limits his coaching practice to chief executives and those next in line for the top job, successful people who want to become even more successful. That's the theme of his best-seller, "What Got You Here Won't Get You There," written with Mark Reiter. 

Among the chief executives he has coached: Ford's Alan Mulally when he was at Boeing, J.P. Garnier of GlaxoSmithKline, Jonathan Klein of Getty Images, Herman Miller's Brian Walker and Cessna's Jack Pelton. 

The No. 1 issue for successful people? 

"Winning too much," he says. "It's very hard to turn that off." 

He likes to poll his audiences about what they would do in a situation when they grudgingly yielded to a spouse's or partner's choice of restaurant, only to be proven right by slow service or bad food. 

Would they write off the argument and enjoy the evening, or would they critique the food and try to drive home the point that they were right? 

Seventy-five percent of people concede they would do the latter, even though their best hope for having a good time would be to keep quiet. 

One of the questions on Goldsmith's nightly check list is, "How many times did you try to prove you were right when it wasn't worth it?" 

His usual answer? "Maybe a little more than half the time," he concedes. 

Goldsmith has no interest in probing why people behave the way they do. He doesn't try to reshape their personalities. He measures success by the extent to which other people's perceptions of his clients change for the better. 

He starts by interviewing the people who work with his clients about their strengths and weaknesses. Then Goldsmith confronts them with how others see them and starts them on a rigorous regimen he guarantees will work if they stick with it. 

First, he teaches them how to apologize for their shortcomings -- "the most magical, healing, restorative gesture human beings can make," he writes in his book -- and then to ask for help in getting better. 

"If you practice what I preach, your co-workers will laugh at you behind your back, and your family members will laugh in your face," he says. 

Why? Because it's hard for people not to be skeptical when someone tells them they are going to change. And when a brusque, arrogant, always-needs-to-be-right boss begins to listen more and argue less, people remember the curmudgeon they knew. 

"It's much harder to change people's perceptions of your behavior than to change your behavior," he says. 

He teaches clients to approach change as a long-term campaign during which they must relentlessly "advertise" their efforts by reminding people they are trying hard to do better and asking for suggestions. 

"It takes courage and discipline," he says. 

"The best clients I have do it because they want to be good role models," he adds. "The message to the whole company that the CEO is trying to get better is more important than the leader getting better at any individual behavior." 

What works at the office also can work at home, Goldsmith says. He encourages people to ask their spouses what they can do to be better partners, and their children, better parents. He warns them to be prepared to listen. 

The newest question on his nightly list is, "Did I pick up after myself?" He added that one after asking his wife how he could be a better husband. 

"Get in the habit of asking," he says. 

"Listen to ideas. Take notes. Follow up. Get better, get better, get better." 

