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CONVERSATION THAT NATTERS
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Marshall Goldsmith, 58, is one of America’s leading coaches for business executives. His clients include many of the world’s largest organizations, including Fortune 100 corporations, government entities, academic institutions, and not-for-profit groups. His latest book, What Got You Here Won’t Get You There, has topped the bestseller lists for business publications at both The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal. A resident of Rancho Santa Fe, California, Goldsmith recently took time out of his busy schedule to speak with bizSanDiego magazine.

bizSanDiego: What are the top qualities that make great business leaders?
Marshall Goldsmith: Great leaders need to have many top qualities. They need to have strategic understanding. They need to have functional knowledge to do the job. They need an appreciation of globalization and of how technology will impact their businesses. My area of expertise is leaders of people. I believe great business leaders need to be effective in leading people, inspiring people, and motivating people. 

bizSD: San Diego’s Alliant International University is home to The Marshall Goldsmith School of Management. How does your school compare to others? In other words, if I’m a student, why would I want to attend your school over others?
Goldsmith: Our school is focused on providing practical training, especially in the area of leading people. The MBA programs in many schools have been strongly critiqued. Warren Bennis wrote a very good critique of MBA programs. Henry Mintzberg wrote a very good critique of MBA programs. One of the critiques is that in many cases MBA schools have taken on an almost pseudoscience approach to teaching. Bennis used the term “physics envy.” Some schools act like they’re teaching a branch of physics as opposed to management.

Management is really a practice, as Peter Drucker said. Schools should provide a practical education focused around people issues. If you want to be an investment banker, our school would not be the best school for you, because we’re not really training people who are going to work for Goldman Sachs. If you want to be a McKinsey consultant, our school would probably not be the best school for you either. If you’re interested in a practical education around the concept of leading people, then our school is really good for you.

I’m really excited about the school. It’s on a good path. We really want to focus on practical education around people issues. You might say, “Well aren’t there a lot of other schools doing that?” No, they’re not. Can you name a business school that’s truly focused on that topic? Most business schools are focused on training very smart, technically competent people, but not so focused on people who are trained in people skills. If you ask the customers of business schools—today’s corporations—what their biggest critique is, they will tell you that they want more focus on people skills, team-building skills, and interpersonal relationships, and less training of technicians.

bizSD: Why is Alliant International University the right place for The Marshall Goldsmith School of Management?
Goldsmith: I like Alliant because it’s focused on leading people. The university’s historic strengths are around people and behavioral issues, which are my strengths. We’ve trained one-third to one-half of all the licensed psychologists in California. There’s nothing wrong with training people to go to work for Goldman Sachs or McKinsey, but it’s just not my area of expertise. My area of expertise is training people to lead people. That’s why I thought Alliant was a good fit for me.

Goldsmith: I can think of a few who’ve worked with me over the years. There’s Brian Underhill, for example. He’s running an organization called CoachSource, which has been mega-successful. Another one is Alyssa Freas. She’s actually written a book with me, and that book has been very successful. Deborah Annes is on the faculty of Golden Gate University in San Francisco. We have a lot of graduates who have done some spectacular work. We have graduates who are leading organizational development functions in major corporations. So there are a lot of graduates of our school who have done very well. 

bizSD: What do you see as some of the positive and negative aspects for the San Diego business community right now?
Goldsmith: I’ll start with the positives. Based on the statistics I’ve read, and I don’t think I’m wrong on this, San Diego leads the United States in per capita bachelor degree and per capita PhD populations. San Diego has a highly educated workforce, which is a good thing. San Diego is obviously a great place to live. I love living here. We have a great quality of life. We have booming biotech and high-tech businesses. We have a great entrepreneurial spirit. So there are a lot of good things about San Diego.

Let’s look at some of the negatives. San Diego is not a corporate headquarters town. I think only two or three Fortune 500 companies are headquartered in San Diego. Sempra and Qualcomm come to my mind, and I’m not sure if there are any others. [Editor’s note: SAIC makes the list as well.] San Diego is not a huge corporate town. I guess the biggest drawback for San Diego is that it’s just very expensive to live here. To buy a house in San Diego, especially for a young person, it’s a big hit.

So I think San Diego has a lot of pluses and a few minuses.

bizSD: Tell us a little bit about your book What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.
Goldsmith: The New Yorker magazine wrote the story of my life in an article called “The Better Boss,” which was published in its April 22-29, 2002, issue. It was written by Larissa MacFarquhar. The person who ended up being the co-writer and agent for my book, Mark Reiter, read the story in The New Yorker, called me up, and said, “The best thing you’ve ever written you didn’t write: it’s The New Yorker story of your life.” Well, to be fair to me, The New Yorker writer is a better writer than I am. But Mark said, “Why don’t we put together a book written in a format like that story in The New Yorker?” And that’s basically what we did.

The book was also inspired by Peter Drucker. I was on the board of directors at the Peter Drucker Foundation for 10 years. He said, “We spend a lot of time teaching leaders what to do. We don’t spend enough time telling leaders what to stop. Half the leaders I meet don’t need to learn what to do, they need to learn what to stop.” So a large part of the book is about the things leaders need to stop—the annoying habits of successful people. The book has been a hit, I think, because it’s a little different. Rather than just saying successful people are wonderful, so let’s copy everything that they do, it says success brings with it certain challenges and problems. It says here are some classic problems of successful people and here are some strategies and tools successful people can use to get even better.

The book has been far more successful than I ever dreamed of. It’s totally exceeded all of my expectations. It’s already been translated already into 15 languages and topped bestseller lists and won awards. And it just came out.

bizSD: That’s got to feel good.
Goldsmith: It does, especially because it’s my twenty-third book. After 22 books it’s nice to write one that people actually read! Jonathan Newhouse, chairman of the international division of Condé Nast, which owns The New Yorker, personally called me and said he loved the book. He thought it was really well written. That was a quite a compliment, not because he’s a businessman but because he’s a literary guy.

bizSD: In your book you talk about the benefits of apologizing. Why is it so important to you for leaders to learn how to apologize for mistakes?
Goldsmith: I think it’s counterintuitive not to apologize. We all make mistakes. And everybody wants everybody else to take responsibility. The problem is that we don’t model this behavior enough ourselves. You want other people to take responsibility, then start with yourself. Stand up, talk about what you’ve learned, apologize for previous sins, involve people, follow up, and get better. I think it’s counterintuitive because it seems that it could be seen as a negative to apologize. I have research from tens of thousands of people. Believe me, it’s a positive. As I said, we all make mistakes. The best thing to do when we make a mistake is to apologize. Don’t blame other people; blame yourself. Take responsibility, get it behind you, and move on.

bizSD: What advice do you give to students who want to become successful today?
Goldsmith: Tom Brokaw wrote a book called The Greatest Generation. It was about my parents’ generation. I completely disagree with that book. I think it was the luckiest generation. People from that generation were lucky.

One of my uncles from that generation did not have a good work ethic at all. He was very lazy. He called in sick whenever possible. He was on an assembly line doing very rote work that required little brainpower. My uncle worked between the ages of about 20 to 50-something. He retired with lifetime healthcare and a pension. He lived in a nice little house in the suburbs with a pretty yard. Those days are over. He wasn’t great. He didn’t do anything special. He was just born in the United States at a time when Japan was destroyed, England was destroyed, and Germany was destroyed. We had no competitors. We had the biggest manufacturing base in the world. Nobody else had anything. Anybody in the United States could have made the middle class during that era. Today to make it into the middle class is hard. It’s not a given. If you’re 25 years old today it’s tough out there.

What I tell people is that, number one, you’re probably going to have to work very hard. Global competition is real. My daughter is getting her PhD at Yale University. I’m very proud of her. Of the 22 students in her class, I think she’s the only one born in the United States. They’re not there to get drunk and go to parties; they’re serious. When I travel around the world there are a lot of people who speak English, who are very educated, who are smart, hungry, and willing to work real hard. Global competition is real. And it’s not going away. Be prepared to work hard. Realize that this is life. Compared to the rest of the world, the United States has gotten a lot more competitive.

Another thing I tell people is that you better love what you do. To be successful you’re probably going to have to work 60 to 70 hours a week. If you don’t love what you do, then it’s going to be even worse than the long hours.

I write a column for BusinessWeek.com in the careers section. It gives me a chance to think about younger people and the challenges they face. Earlier this year I interviewed a young woman called Anya Kamenetz, who wrote a book called Generation Debt. She talked about how a lot of young people today have serious debts. Regular college graduates $40,000 in debt. Law school graduates $100,000 in debt. It’s tough. I didn’t have all those debts.

A lot of older people get into this mode of saying, “When I was a little boy things were so tough.” I don’t believe that. I think when I was a little boy things were much easier. For the young people coming up today things are much harder.

In today’s new world it’s easier to get rich but it’s harder to be in the middle. The top 1 percent in the United States are doing very well. My clients include Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, UBS, and a lot of big banks. If you’re one of the bright young people working for one of those firms in investment banking, you’ll do just fine for yourself. But those in the middle will have it tough.

bizSD: Do you think going to schools such as yours sets you apart from the pack?
Goldsmith: I think the only person who can set you apart is you. I don’t think any school is going to set you apart. I think you have to set yourself apart. What I tell my coaching clients is, “You’re not going to get any better because of me.” Just last week I was coaching this person who is set to be announced as the president of a big company. He’s a huge success story. I’ve also coached people who didn’t change at all, and I didn’t get paid by them. It’s the same me, though. So I believe it’s up to individuals to take the tools that they learn and make it work for them.

bizSD: You’ve had a lot of talented people to serve as your mentors and teachers over the years—Paul Hersey, Ken Blanchard, Peter Drucker. How important do you think it is to be motivated by somebody who’s larger than yourself?
Goldsmith: Oh it’s 100 percent important. Listen, there’s no way I am where I am today if it wasn’t for those people. I’m not delusional.

I met Paul Hersey when he was probably the highest paid business leadership consultant in the world. I was fortunate enough to follow him around, carry his bags, and try to do what he did. One day he got double-booked. He said, “Do you think you can do what I do?” I said, “I don’t know.” He said, “I’m double- booked and need your help. I’ll pay you $1,000 for one day.” I was making $15,000 a year at the time. That was almost 30 years ago, so $1,000 was a lot of money for a kid like me back then. I said, “Sign me up, coach.”

The company where Paul was scheduled to speak was very upset when I came because they expected him. But after I did it, they said, “Hey, this guy is great, bring him back.” Paul said, “Do you want to do this again?” I said, “Sign me up.” That’s how I got into this business. Now I could sit here today and say I did a really good job, but the reality is if he hadn’t opened that door I would never have had a chance to do a good job. The odds of me ever getting there by myself without him would have taken years. Yes, who you know is important at times.

