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Career Tips: Anita Bruzzese

How you can learn about yourself from others

Marshall Goldsmith says few people are comfortable asking for feedback because most of us just don't want to hear what anyone else has to say.

This is especially true in the workplace. Consider, for example, how you would feel if someone told you that you were a poor listener.

Or think how you would feel if your boss asked: "Do you think I'm an effective communicator?" Clearly, if you want to keep your job, you probably would tamp down any truthful response and say, "Of course."

That's why Goldsmith, one of the top coaches for corporate leaders, says that leaders -- along with others in the workplace -- must instead rely on "feed forward" and not feedback.

"Talking about things that already happened doesn't help anything," Goldsmith says. "You need to focus on the future and let people know you want ideas on how to improve. People will still tell you 80 to 90 percent of what they would have in feedback, but instead it comes out in a positive way."

Specifically, Goldsmith says a boss could ask an employee: "What could I do to become a better boss?" or an employee could say to a co-worker, "What could I do to become a better team player?"

Goldsmith says generating ideas for performance improvement is critical when you have interpersonal relationships with key colleagues, customers or bosses.

Still, it's not always easy to solicit opinions and ideas about improving your performance. That why in his new book, "What Got You Here Won't Get You There" (Hyperion, $23.95), Goldsmith outlines some key ways you can learn what others think of you and your abilities, such as:

Making a list of people's casual remarks about you. He suggests writing down all the comments people make to you or about you, no matter how small or insignificant, during a 24-hour period. At the end of several days, rate each comment as positive or negative, looking for patterns.

Turning the sound off. Pretend you're watching a movie with the sound off. You'll be more aware of people physically maneuvering and gesturing to get the upper hand in groups. Now use the same exercise on yourself. Do people make impatient gestures while you're talking? Do they listen attentively or try to impress you? If you get more negative reactions that positive ones, you know you have to work harder to find out why it's happening.

Listening to your self-deprecation. While you may say that you're not very good at thanking people, you may not really believe it. "But it's also possible that you're saying something piercingly honest about yourself which you're not yet admitting," he says.

Looking homeward. Goldsmith often counsels his clients that their behavior at work is not just restricted to the job. If the person is a jerk at work, chances are good he or she is just as obnoxious at home. Focusing on home behavior often provides the catalyst needed to make the necessary chances at work. So ask your spouse, "How can I be a better partner?" Then, Goldsmith says, "Shut up and listen. Don't argue with anyone. Just thank them and take notes."
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