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In this week's issue, Larissa MacFarquhar writes about Marshall Goldsmith, one of the country's most successful executive coaches. Using techniques such as "360° feedback" and drawing on his Buddhist faith, Goldsmith has been hired to change the behavior of dozens of executives at large corporations—often to make them more likable. Here MacFarquhar discusses her subject and today's corporate culture.

BEN GREENMAN: How did you find out about Marshall Goldsmith? 

LARISSA MACFARQUHAR: I went searching on the Web for the most interesting executive coach around, and there he was. It quickly became clear to me that coaches ranged from psychodynamically oriented, empathetic types—who had simply taken two steps sideways from therapy—to unreconstructed, up-by-your-bootstraps behaviorists like Goldsmith. And I figured that Goldsmith was not only more unusual in his approach but also much more fun.

What were your preconceptions about him? 

I had interviewed a lot of his colleagues and former clients before I met him, and they all said exactly the same thing: that he was cheerful, unusually—often unsettlingly—frank, and possessed of exhausting amounts of energy. Every single person told me that his mantra was "Life is good." Goldsmith is a man who stays on-message: he has views on coaching and views on life which he tends to repeat verbatim, with the consequence being that the impressions he makes on people are very consistent.

What's the point of being so happy? 

I asked Goldsmith something like that myself, in the course of a (for me) frustrating but extremely enjoyable two-hour argument about Buddhism. He told me, essentially, that the question made no sense to him. What, he asked me, was the point in being unhappy? I said that undisturbed contentment felt to me rather close to smugness, and told him that I liked (as a matter of taste if not morality) personalities that had been stained by disappointment. (To me, May in "The Age of Innocence," for example, is a rather repellent character.) Goldsmith replied that smugness to him implied a sense of superiority, whereas contentment didn't imply any judgment of one's self, only joy in life. In the end, he told me to read Thich Nhat Hanh, a Buddhist monk, I told him to read "Babbitt," and we left it at that.

But what does his work—and the fact that executive coaching is a booming industry—say about the Stepfordization of life? Did his mantras and his aggressive happiness ever become annoying to you? 

Goldsmith never became in the least annoying. I liked him enormously. And there's nothing Stepfordish about him, because, while he does have a naturally sunny temperament, his happiness is also an act of will. Happiness is a doctrine for Goldsmith—a worked-out philosophy of life, composed of one part Buddhism and one part stubborn Anglo refusal to take misfortune seriously.

Goldsmith suggests that change isn't as important as the perception of change. So how real is what he does? Or is it just part of the game of business? 

Business isn't therapy—in most areas of business, change is measured quite concretely and isn't about perceptions at all. But, regarding personality change, I don't think it's at all damning to say that the important thing is perception. First of all, it's important to remember that one man's abuse is another man's candor: corporate cultures differ substantially from one another in morally neutral ways, and it would be pointless as well as unfair to suggest that everyone everywhere should behave alike. Rather, a key thing is to enable transplants from other corporate cultures to fit in. But, more than that, one of the valuable aspects of capitalism is that it enables coöperation between people whose personalities and beliefs are at odds. Its great merit is that it requires conformity only on the surface. Requiring actual, rather than perceived, personality change would turn a corporation into a theocracy.

The term "coach" obviously comes from sports, where individuals have always been encouraged to act as part of a team. How prevalent are sports metaphors in Goldsmith's line, or in business in general? 

My sense is that the sports analogy does not derive from the team-player factor. Executive coaches draw an analogy between what they do and what sports coaches do because they realize that in order for their profession to survive they need to be perceived by their clients and their clients' colleagues not as fixing bad executives but as polishing and perfecting executives who are already good. Thus, the image they are after is like that of Tiger Woods: he's the best in the world, but his coach is still one of the most important people in his life.

Goldsmith uses quite a bit of profanity, which struck me as odd in a man who teaches people to be civil. 

People use profanity in all sorts of ways, and Goldsmith uses it in a folksy way, rather than an angry or too-cool-for-school way. For him, it's simply a means of making his speech more relaxed and informal, and thus a way of signalling to his interlocutor that he's not a prissy, judgmental guy—which is important to do if you're in the business of personality reform.

You discuss how he handles general bad behavior, such as abrasiveness or arrogance, but what about more specific bad behavior—say, a hidebound condescension toward women? 

I imagine he would deal with it the same way he deals with any other personality trait that creates friction in the office: he wouldn't criticize the trait from a moral point of view; he would simply explain to his client how the client was perceived by his colleagues and how that perception was damaging the company's fortunes and the client's career.

Did you run into any people who thought that unpleasant behaviors—disrespectful comments, gossip—were just the cost of doing business, or even part of a healthy, lively corporate environment? 

Again, this is just a matter of corporate culture. In some companies, a leader may be expected to act like a sergeant from an Oliver Stone movie; in others, a manager's declaration that he needs to improve himself is taken as a sign of enlightenment and confidence. My sense is that in most large companies the culture is moving toward the latter model, but only in fits and starts. There are certainly clients of Goldsmith's who worry that if they admit fault and ask for help they will appear weak and thus become less effective as leaders, and I think they are right to worry about that. [image: image4.png]



