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Coach for executives

By Michael Kinsman 
He's a wiz at getting clients to change behaviors and takes on only those he thinks want to do that.
Without any prodding, Marshall Goldsmith, an executive coach, reveals that "The Wizard of Oz" is his all-time favorite movie. 

A practicing Buddhist, Goldsmith says his "be happy now" philosophy is exemplified by the 1939 film classic. 
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Executive coach Marshall Goldsmith, shown here in his Fairbanks Ranch home, employs Buddhist philosophy in his approach to executive behavioral change. (Photo by John Gastaldo / Union-Tribune) 

"Dorothy goes out looking for nirvana. By the end of the movie, she realizes nirvana is not out there, but in here," he says, pounding his chest. "The Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Lion all discover the same thing. It is the ultimate Buddhist movie." 

It also represents what Goldsmith sells to corporate America. He doesn't teach top executives wisdom or insight, but how to learn about themselves from those around them. 

Goldsmith is anything but your typical career coach. The Fairbanks Ranch resident carefully screens clients, selecting only those he thinks really want to change behaviors. 

He works with presidents and chief executives, and those who aspire to the top job but are a step down the ladder. He carefully guards the names of most executives he's coached, but he is well-known inside companies such as Motorola, Toyota, Boeing, Northrop Grumman and General Mills. 

His mission is to coach executives into behavioral changes that will help them in their leadership roles as well as improve the relationships they have with board members, peers and subordinates. 

The Wall Street Journal has called Goldsmith one of the nation's top 10 executive educators, and the American Management Association has identified him as one of 50 great thinkers and business leaders who have influenced the field of management over the last 80 years. 

In some ways, he seems ill-suited for the temperament of the executive suite. 

First, he is contagiously optimistic, laughing and marveling at how wonderful life is, an attitude that frequently clashes with the sobriety of the corporate board room. 

Second, he dresses casually. In rooms filled with Brooks Brothers suits and starched shirts, Goldsmith routinely dresses in a bright green polo shirt, khaki pants and moccasins. "You should see the faces of executives who don't know him when he shows up," said Jim Moore, a longtime acquaintance who has employed Goldsmith at BellSouth, Northern Telecom and Sun Microsystems. 

Third, he controls whom he will work with, and whom he won't. Goldsmith says he never takes coaching jobs unless he is convinced the executive truly wants to change. "That would be wasting life, and I won't do that with their life or mine," he says. 

Fourth, he offers to return any compensation he earns unless everyone around the coaching client is convinced that he or she has changed for the better. 

"I get paid about seven out of eight times," he said. "And some of the times I haven't been paid, it was because I made a bad decision in accepting a client." 

Indifference to money

His indifference to money is cushioned by the fact he earns well more than $1 million annually from his coaching and seminars. He says he has more money than he ever dreamed of having. All he wants to do is help executives who want to change behaviors and, of course, be happy now. 

It also doesn't hurt that he has a six-month waiting list for his coaching services. 

When Goldsmith works with an executive, he does due diligence by talking to others, both higher and lesser ranked, about their relationships with the individual. He gradually hones in on one or two behavioral issues, which the executive agrees to focus on improving. 

The executive defines his or her working relationship. Goldsmith will spend a full week with the person, schedule periodic visits or simply make himself available for phone calls. The relationship usually lasts 12 to 18 months. 

"Time is the most pressing thing for executives," Goldsmith said. "Once they have agreed on what they need to work on, I depend on them to set aside the time necessary to work on it. I'm not a baby sitter. I'm not going to make demands on them, other than they pay attention to their commitment." 

Jeff Peris, chief learning officer for Wyeth, a pharmaceutical and health-care company in Madison, N.J., credits Goldsmith with helping executives focus precisely on how their behavior affects others. 

"It's one of the things most executives don't think about," he said. "After all, they have been successful in getting where they are. Why would they want to change?" 

360-degree feedback

Peris said Goldsmith's 360-degree feedback system calls attention to executive flaws and drives home the need for improvement. 

"Marshall is simply the best I've ever seen at winning the trust of executives," he said. "He has such integrity, and that comes through immediately. He's straight-shooting, and his message is sincere. He's not there to tell them how to do their job; he's there to help them do their job better. Once people realize what he's all about, they're sold on him." 

It is that spirit of karma that has shaped Goldsmith's life and helped make him a good coach. 

As a high school senior in Valley Station, Ky., Goldsmith was chosen to head the annual March of Dimes Bread Drive. Traditionally, high school students would solicit donations from community residents and give them a loaf of bread in return. 

Noting that he lived in a poor community, Goldsmith elected to give away the bread first, and residents responded by donating more than they had in previous years. 

"I found that if you gave away the bread, people would respond better," he said. "After that, it sort of influenced my philosophy of life." 

University professor

After earning a Ph.D. in organizational behavior at UCLA, Goldsmith was earning $15,000 a year teaching at Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles. He had done consulting work with Paul Hersey of the Center for Leadership Studies in Escondido. Hersey, who had also worked with budding leadership guru Ken Blanchard, had double-booked himself for a seminar on situational leadership and asked Goldsmith to take on one of the sessions. 

"I made $1,000 in one day," Goldsmith recalled. "I was 28 years old, and I found I really loved doing this work. It became clear what I would be doing for my career." 

He has remained committed to executive coaching and leadership development through seminars and private coaching. 

Moore, who has known Goldsmith for nearly two decades, said he learned a vivid lesson from the executive coach. 

Moore's co-workers complained that he often made destructive comments about others. To change his behavior, Goldsmith ordered Moore to set $5 aside in a fund every time he bad-mouthed someone. 

"The money went into a beer fund for the people I worked with," Moore recalled. "In the first few weeks, we had a lot of beer sessions." 

Eventually, Moore got the message. The harsh remarks came less frequently and he enjoyed better relationships with those around him that soon became evident in the workplace. 

"Marshall knew that there was a real problem that when I would say something about someone else, everybody was wondering what I said when they weren't around," he said. 

Moore described his experience as unforgettable. Goldsmith had a way of making him change that left a lasting impression with him and helped him regain the camaraderie of co-workers, he said. 

Some eschew change

Goldsmith acknowledges that some executives don't want to change. He recalled being hired to coach a senior executive being groomed for a CEO job, but he had to back out of the assignment. Though the board and existing CEO wanted the coaching, the executive didn't, and that came through to Goldsmith. 

"I thanked him for being candid, and then went to the CEO and made some excuse why I didn't think coaching was a good thing," he said. "I never let them know that the executive didn't want to change." 

Frances Hesselbein, chairman of the New York-based Leader to Leader Institute (formerly the Peter F. Drucker Foundation for Nonprofit Management), said she wanted to use Goldsmith's services in the 1980s when she was executive director of the Girl Scouts of the USA. 

"Before I could do that, I had to go through the coaching myself," she said. "I found out that my team around me really wanted me to spend more time in the office with them. It's something they never would have said to me directly, but they would to Marshall. When I learned that, I did spend more time with them and our relationships improved. 

"But to get to that point, I had to trust Marshall. Other coaches might not have the best interests of the company in mind, but he certainly does. Because of my experience with him, we developed a training program based on his work that was passed down through entire Girl Scout management." 

Goldsmith attributes his success partly to pushing people to the present and future. 

"The past is behind you, I tell them," he said. "There's nothing you can do about that. But you can change your behavior now, and that can help you. I've never seen any employee who didn't want to work harder for a boss who wanted to get better and who wanted to make them better."

Marshall Goldsmith
Personal: Age 56. Lives in Fairbanks Ranch with wife Lyda.Two children, Kelly, 26, and Bryan, 23. 

Education: Bachelor of science in mathematical economics, 1970, Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology; MBA in marketing and management, 1972, Indiana University; Ph.D., 1977, UCLA Graduate School of Management. 

Professional: Instructor in management, 1978-79, Loyola Marymount University; consultant, 1979-80, Center for Leadership Studies; independent executive coach, speaker and university executive education instructor, 1981 to present. He also is co-founder of Marshall Goldsmith Partners and the editor or author of 18 books. 

Little-known fact: Spends time on the road compiling themed iPod playlists for friends and family. 
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