



Leaders of the future must listen, learn, make mistakes: Goldsmith
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When someone signs off every correspondence with “life is good”, you know that, at a minimum, your interaction with him will brim with a certain 
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positive energy. When that person is Marshall Goldsmith, the rock star of CEO coaching and author of 24 management books, you can be sure that energy will be accompanied by sound wisdom. Hailed, by every credible voice in management from the Harvard Business Review to the American Management Association, as one of the most influential practitioners in the history of leadership development, Goldsmith is now sought out more than ever to counsel hapless leadership out of the current crisis.
Known for his practical, no-nonsense approach, Goldsmith makes sure he walks his talk. If he believes leaders of the future need to be technologically savvy, he has also developed a thriving personal website that hosts over 200 free resources for visitors from 188 countries. He stresses heavily on the importance of a healthy work-life balance — ask Mark Tercek, Managing Director, Goldman Sachs who says Goldsmith helped him become a better husband and dad — but also has it down to a pat himself. He rattles off, starting from as far back as 1991, precisely how many days he’s spent with his children every year since. “Until they became teenagers and then they said, ‘No daddy you’ve over achieved; you’re now spending too much time with us’,” he laughs. Ever charming, Goldsmith doesn’t neglect to mention he loves working in India. “What would be nice though,” he adds, “is if people stopped feeding me so much each time I visit.”

Are we seeing a crisis in leadership?

I think the corporate world is facing a crisis, but don’t think it’s been the only crisis in the history of the world. Things come and go. Right now, in the course of my lifetime, the status of the CEO is at an all-time low, at least in the US. A lot of negative press has led to this perception of CEOs being evil, inept or greedy. But I don’t think CEOs are better or worse today than they were; it’s just the perception that has changed. What are the greatest challenges to effective leadership today? 

The biggest challenge to effective leadership today is the global economic crisis. It’s very tough because CEOs are dealing with uncertainty and ambiguity and a very insecure workforce. Today you have to balance two difficult things — you have to give realistic projections to analysts and stockholders yet you have to demonstrate positive aspirations. You want to give your people a sense of belief, challenge them with high goals and make them feel like they can achieve them but you can’t say with any certainty to anyone that we are going to achieve ‘x’ because the world may change tomorrow. It’s always hard to be a leader but even harder today. 

You say in your book What got you here won’t get you there that the very things that have made you successful can keep you from improving. Because they have done well in the past, are many CEOs reluctant to change?

Yes. The more successful we are, the more positive reinforcement we get, the more we fall into what I call in the book ‘superstition trap’. CEOs live in a strange world where they get positive reinforcement all the time so it’s very difficult for any CEO not to believe that. I was once working with the head of the US army in the New Generals School and the first thing he tells the new Generals is: “Remember, as soon as you get those stars, everyone will laugh at your jokes, but you’re not that funny, and everyone will write down your comments but you’re not that smart, and women will want to have sex with you but you’re not that handsome. It’s just your title. Don’t let it go to your head”. Those words are so wise. I try to reinforce that with my clients. They’re not saluting you, they’re saluting your stars and the second you think it’s all about you, its over. You’ve to keep listening, you’ve to keep learning, you’ve to make mistakes and you’ve to apologise for them. What can the leaders of the future learn from today’s challenges? 

What the global financial challenge has showed us is that in many cases CEOs were too checked out, they weren’t totally involved and took the advice of 29 year-olds who had PhDs from MIT, who were high on IQ but low on wisdom, and didn’t have a sense of history. A lot of it was caused by people making assumptions based on a belief that what has not happened is never going to happen. Sometimes what has never happened, happens. Also, there is a learning here for boards. In a large bank a CEO was fired by the board for not taking appropriate risk. Turns out he was right. His wisdom didn’t show up in the short term, it only shows up in the longer term. So the other challenge for CEOs is being able to fight back with boards, and sometimes stakeholders, to take a longer term perspective.

Do you see a lot of CEOs being forced to return to the command-and-control style of functioning?

It depends on the organisation. The smart ones are not doing it because, as Peter Drucker said, “the leader of the past knew how to tell but the leader of the future will know how to ask”. The reality is nobody knows what’s going on out there and more than ever you’ve to ask, listen and learn. There cannot be an omnipresent person with all the guidelines, who barks orders to everyone. That world doesn’t exist anymore. Most say the era of the big-ego, super inspirational CEO is dead. Would you agree? 

In theory, that has changed. In practise, who knows? The one thing I’ve learned is not to try and predict the future. Speaking of predicting, I met with Peter Drucker two weeks before he died. He wasn’t very coherent but he could talk about business and history and we got talking about General Motors and I said “I think GM has to go bankrupt”. I couldn’t see, even then, how they could possibly survive. He looked at me and said “Marshall I am not sure, you may be right, they may go bankrupt but they may not. The government may be involved and they might end up doing something similar to a bankruptcy”, and he went on to describe a situation almost identical to what is happening now. I wish I were as gifted as Peter Drucker at looking into the future. Are there any particular traits in Indian CEOs that sets them apart? 

What I like about working in India — across levels ,not just at CEO level — is that people have an enormous willingness and desire to learn.


There’s huge respect for teachers. The negative is that when leaders are respected in India it can often lead to deference. Then there is less challenge, less innovation, less need to rock the boat and so it’s odd in that sense: the more respected you are as a leader, the more effort you’ve to make to look in the mirror and discover you are doing wrong. You need to constantly challenge yourself. Indian CEOs are not used to people turning around and telling them, “Well, most of the time you are right but in this case you are wrong”.

What are the differences in the approach of 21st century business CEOs and old world bosses?


I wrote a book called Global Leadership: The Next Generation where we interviewed young high-potential leaders and asked this question: what’s the difference between the past, present and future? They came up with 15 elements of leadership. 10 of those will always hold good, even 100 years from now — elements like integrity and intuition.


The five others are more unique to the new world — global thinking, cross-cultural sensitivity, technological savvy, building alliances and partnerships and shared leadership. Historically, leaders did not manage those who knew more than they did. In the future, almost all leaders will manage people who know more than they do. If I had to add a sixth element today, I would add the term learning agility — the ability to be quick and agile and learn on the go. The rest is not that different. That’s why so many books on leadership sound like recycled versions of each other.


Work life balance is a continuing problem for CEOs. How do you manage it? I think this is a matter of priority. When my daughter was 11, I asked her what can I do to become a better father and she mentioned I didn’t spend enough time with them. I started measuring every day how much time I was spending with my children. You know how you make the time? You make the time. By 1995 I was spending 150 days a year with them. That’s when they both voted for cutback on Daddy time. 

