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Executive coach Marshall Goldsmith has a mission to help people become more successful 
Singapore -- EARLY this year, The New Yorker dispatched a reporter to tail executive coach Marshall Goldsmith - at home, at work, everywhere - for two months. The ensuing seven-page profile piece kicks off with the observation - the man's a 'very happy' man; he is, in fact, 'a happiness professional', it declares.
Indeed, the magazine says: 'Goldsmith is so extraordinarily buoyant and extroverted that he seems to enter a room in a tinkle of magic dust'. BT did not see the article before meeting the man here last month. But yes, the coaching guru widely billed as 'one of the foremost authorities in helping leaders achieve positive, measured change in behaviour' makes a strong impression as someone who - for all his credentials and CEO-connections - is disarmingly humorous and cheery. He laughs easily, frequently and loudly; he guffaws, actually.
Perhaps, it's because his mission is to help successful people get even better - and he believes that 'an unflappable sense of optimism' is one of the most important characteristics of successful people. Or it's part of an overall Zen-Buddhist approach he takes - to work and life in general - a philosophy which has him spouting, ever so often, lines like, 'let go of the past'; 'whatever happened happened'.
'You see, my approach is really more Eastern than Western,' he tells BT. 'The Western approach would be more of a therapy-type approach, focused on the past, where I sit there and analyse your behaviour, why you are the way you are. My approach - which is more of a Buddhist approach (I'm Buddhist) - is basically, let go of the past.
Looking to the future
'Don't cling to the past, everything that happened in the past is past, every time you take a breath, it's a new you, and the whole focus is on looking to the future, and figuring out where you'd like to go. It's creating a positive mental set that is focused on this future life.' Other aspects of Buddhist philosophy include taking responsibility for yourself, and not blaming others. When you're over 50, blaming Mom and Dad for your behavioural traits is, Mr Goldsmith says, 'weak'.
As he told Harvard Business Review earlier: 'Can you imagine a CEO sitting down with people and saying, 'You know, I make too many destructive comments, and I analysed why. It's because of my father.' Forget it. You're an adult. Grow up. Take responsibility for your own behaviour.'
Mr Goldsmith - who was raised a Southern Baptist in Kentucky, US, but now lives in a wealthy community near San Diego - also focuses on two terms in particular when coaching: 'because of' and 'in spite of'.
'Everybody I work with is successful because of many reasons; everybody I work with is successful in spite of doing some things that need to change.
'And, by the way, you gotta realise that the people I work with are all amenable to getting better or they wouldn't have hired me. I didn't seek them out, they sought me . . . so the ones that aren't amenable to change, I don't work with.'
In his work, he has 'made peace' with the fact that he cannot 'make' executives change. 'I can only help them get better at what they choose to change.'
And the very beliefs that help people become successful make it hard to change, he notes. 'For instance, successful people tend to over-estimate their contribution to the past, that's a very well-documented fact, and they have a very positive self-image.
'We tend to accept feedback from others that's consistent with the way we see ourselves, reject feedback that's inconsistent. So successful people love to hear how wonderful they are, and have a hard time hearing negative feedback.'
Commitment to change
Still, he believes that anyone who 'makes a sincere commitment to change' can change.
'I don't buy this 'I can't change' (assertion), it's ridiculous. People say it's so hard to change. If it's so hard to change, why do I get paid,' he says, guffawing.
He doesn't get paid if his clients don't get better. And 'better is not judged by us, or the people we're coaching; better is judged by everyone around the people we're coaching,' he points out. 'So we work with the person and their managers, establish clear goals, and then we have a very disciplined process to help these people get better at these goals - as judged by the people around them.'
Meanwhile, Mr Goldsmith has teamed up with consulting firm Hewitt Associates to form what is said to be the world's largest executive coaching network. The organisation was launched worldwide when he was here last month.
Says Marc Effron, who heads Hewitt's global leadership practice: 'Executive coaching is one piece of building overall leadership strategy. We want to help clients think through what their leadership strategy is. There's no better time to have a solid strategy for what you need from your leaders than when you're going through these (economic) challenges.'
Indeed, far from taking a back seat in recent years because of the downturn, interest in executive coaching has, according to Mr Goldsmith, 'just gone through the roof, around the world'. 
