	Interview: Marshall Goldsmith On When Coaching Fails 



	
	

	
	
	
	

	Summary: 

As our own David Creelman discovered, despite the fact Mr. Goldsmith is a highly successful coach and would love to share success stories, he is also willing to talk about failures. 


	


Marshall Goldsmith is a highly successful coach, but he''s willing to share stories of failures as well successes. Behavioral coaching can be a great tool, but it doesn''t work in all situations. David Creelman spoke to Dr. Goldsmith. 



DC - When does behavioral coaching not work?MG- An interesting place to start is with the question, "Have you ever attempted to change the behavior of a successful adult who had no interest in changing?" This applies at home as well as in business. One question I ask in my programs is, "Have you ever tried to change the behavior of a significant other that had no interest in changing?" Many people say, "Yes, I’ve been doing this for years!" When I ask how much luck they''ve had the typical answer is, "None at all." So the first thing I teach people in behavioral coaching is not to attempt to change the behavior of adults who have no particular interest in changing. If people don’t want to change, be willing to “let it go”. Behavioral coaching only works with people who are interested in making a change. One organization that understands this really well is Alcoholics Anonymous. In AA you have to do one thing to participate, you have to say, "I am an alcoholic." They have learned that if people won’t admit their alcoholism, not only will they fail to get better; they will be cynical, sarcastic and screw things up for everyone else.

DC - Where else have you run into difficulty?MG- Normally, successful people are highly committed to their work. Here is the problem: the more committed we are to a given path the harder it is for us to admit we picked the wrong path I have had the privilege of working with over 60 CEOs. I''ve also had the unfortunate privilege of working with four CEOs for whom it was time to leave. I said to them, "It is time to leave now. Leave with dignity. Don’t embarrass yourself." I failed in all four cases. None left. A couple of them were on the covers of national magazines - embarrassing themselves and the company. It is incredibly difficult for highly successful leaders, who have put their heart and soul into something, to look into the mirror and say, “This doesn’t work.” The very fact that they are so highly committed to what they are doing makes it very hard for them to hear contrary information.

DC - So there are a number of common situations where you should avoid using behavioral coaching. MG- Let me give you five situations when behavioral coaching won’t work. Number one, behavioral coaching will not work if the person is unwilling to make a sincere commitment to change. If someone says, "Gee, I got feedback that I should improve on this, I guess I should work on it." my advice is don’t even bother. You are not going to get any better. You have to a have a deep internal belief that this is important for you to change. The people that I work with are busy and if they don’t see a pretty big payoff in change why should they waste their time? Number two, behavioral coaching doesn’t work if the person has been written off by the company. Sometimes companies engage in a fake coaching process, which is not really about development; it is a thinly disguised seek and destroy activity. Don’t do that to people. If you want to help people then help them, if you want to fire people fire them, but don’t play games with them. Number three, behavioral coaching doesn’t work if the issue is intellectual, technical or functional. Recently a pharmaceutical company called me up and said, "Marshall we would like you to be the coach for Doctor X." I said, "That’s great, what is his problem?" They said he is not up-to-date on medical technology and I said, "Neither am I." Behavioral coaching only works on behavioral issues. It doesn’t make bad lawyers good lawyers or bad engineers good engineers. Number four, behavioral coaching will not work if the person has the wrong strategy, mission or direction. If a person has the wrong strategy, mission or direction behavioral coaching only helps get them there faster. It doesn’t turn the wrong direction into the right direction. Finally number five: you should never use behavioral coaching if the person has ethics or integrity violations. People who commit ethics violations should be fired, not coached!

DC- I know what people are thinking, "How do I make someone who doesn’t sincerely want to change, sincerely want to change?MG- It is a very good question. That’s not something I can do. I am not saying that there is absolutely nothing that will help a person who doesn’t want to change, change, but the techniques that I use will not help such a person.

 DC - Is success due to the guidelines you''ve laid out or the special personality of the coach?MG- We trained HR professionals in GE Capital to use this process and they had amazing results. In fact the HR professionals did just as good a job as external coaches—if not better. There are three issues that determine if an HR professional can execute our coaching process. Number one is, do they have time? This is the biggest issue. Number two - do they have internal credibility? Do the executives see them as credible coaches? They can have the greatest content in the world but if they are not given credibility it will probably not work. Number three - are they seen as people who can do this in a developmental rather than evaluative way? I am not going to spill my guts to an HR professional if they are going to use this to evaluate me later. If HR people have time, are seen as credible, and are seen as capable of dealing with confidential information in a developmental way, then they can be just as effective, if not more effective than, external coaches. 

DC- The problem for HR professionals is that they will be assigned to coach certain people. As you''ve pointed out, there will be situations where a person can''t be helped by behavioral coaching. What can HR do?MG- In the past HR has rolled out fantastic programs and executives did nothing to execute the programs. Then, they blamed HR because the programs didn’t work well. GE Capital made it very clear to the leaders that they had to be committed to the coaching process. They contracted with leaders on a set of agreements before they would work with them. They followed up to measure if the leaders did what they committed to do. Guess what they found out? The people that executed the process got better, the people who didn’t execute didn’t improve.

DC - What do you say to your boss about those people you''ve been asked to coach but you know won''t change?MG- You say, "Boss I know you are sensitive to the value of my time and the company’s money. As a professional I do not feel that the company is going to get any return on investment for me trying to coach this person."

DC - What are you going to tell this person’s boss?MG- That problem is not HR''s. The problem is with the person’s boss. All the HR professional can do is work with people who are willing to execute on what we teach.

 DC - Do you have any closing comments?MG- In a new research study we did, we looked at leadership development interventions for eighty-six thousand people from eight different companies. We wanted to know what works and what doesn’t. The research shows the same thing: If people pick something important to improve, develop relationships with their co-workers and follow-up on a regular basis they get better. If they don’t, they don’t get better. Based on this knowledge, one of my clients is developing a very interesting HR strategy. Before they invite anyone to a leadership development program the people have to make a commitment to follow-up. Those who won’t make a commitment to follow-up aren’t invited. When you have the attitude that we are here to help you but we are not going to waste your time, you will be amazed how many people want to be part of the leadership development process! 



Marshall Goldsmith will be a keynote speaker at HR.com''s upcoming Power of People Series being held September 28 - October 2 at the Toronto Congress Centre in Toronto, Ontario. 

