Thought Leaders: Marshall Goldsmith on Executive Coaching

	Summary: 

Marshall Goldsmith recently co-wrote an article entitled “Leadership is a Contact Sport: The Follow Up Factor in Management Development.”  He recently spoke to Rich DiGeorgio about that article and many other aspects of coaching. 



	


The following interview with Marshall Goldsmith is a condensed version of HR.com’s live, one-hour online learning seminar. 


RD: In the fall of 2004 Howard Morgan and yourself published an article in Strategy + Business entitled “Leadership is a Contact Sport: The Follow Up Factor in Management Development.” Tell us about that research and its importance to behavioral coaching.
MG: First, let’s talk about who was in our study and then we’ll talk about the things that we learned from the study. 

There were eight different companies and 86,000 participants. These companies were in aerospace, financial services, electronic manufacturing, diversified services, media/telecom, pharma and high-tech manufacturing. We tried to get organizations that were quite different from one another because we wanted to see if there were differences by industry that impacted our research. All eight companies were very large identifiable organizations like American Express and Johnson & Johnson. 

We involved over 11,000 leaders in our research and every leader got multi-rater feedback. They discussed their feedback through a 360-feedback process with either an internal or external consultant. Leaders were asked to pick one to three areas of improvement and were then asked to discuss what they learned with co-workers. Then we did a custom designed mini-survey, which focused on whether or not the person got better. Everyone in the research was taught a model to encourage development. 

The model was very simple – you asked for feedback, listened to it in a non-defensive way, thought about it and then thanked people. In terms of response, we asked people to respond to feedback in a very simple, positive and focused way. For example, if you were my co-worker I would go to you and say, “I just got this feedback as part of our leadership development process and I want to thank you for participating. I really appreciate you putting in the effort to try and help me. A lot of my feedback is very positive. And there is something I want to do better. I want to be a more effective listener. I’ve gotten some feedback in the past that I wasn’t very open to others’ opinions and that I often had to be right. If I have been that way in the past with you or others, I apologize. I can’t change the past but I can change the future. I can’t promise to do everything but I can promise to listen to everyone and do what I can.” 

The key to the whole process is follow-up, which is really just going back to that person every month or so and asking people how you are doing. 

Our key learning was that the most important variable in predicting leadership effectiveness was not whether or not somebody went to a training program or had a coach. The key variable was the interaction with co-workers.

Looking at the results of our survey, we asked co-workers the question, “Has this person become a more effective leader on a +3 to –3 scale?” When there was little follow-up, the results showed improvement was no better than you would expect from random chance. With American Express we also ran a control group study with people that had no training or feedback and improvement was the same as those that had been through training, got feedback, but did not engage in follow-up. What this tells you is that if people just went to a class and did no follow-up with their co-workers, then the measurable improvement a year later would still come down to random chance. It doesn’t mean that nobody got better, but if you look at any random distribution some people will always get better. 

Our results showed that when a little follow-up was done with co-workers then there was some improvement. With some follow-up there was further improvement and with a lot of follow-up there was a huge improvement. Finally, with consistent and periodic follow-up we saw massive improvement. These results were amongst different industries both within and outside of the United States, but the scores looked virtually identical. 

What we’ve learned from this survey is that getting better is not about a training program or a coach; it’s determined by the people in the room and their co-workers. In my opinion, if you look at the history of training and development, most training and development is measured in the wrong way. Typically, what is being evaluated are things like the speakers, the food and the room where the training was held. The people that are being trained in that case are the speakers, cooks and janitors, not the leaders, they are getting the feedback to improve the next time they do something.

If you and your co-worker, Mary, have a problem then the key players are you and Mary - not your coach or some trainer. And if you and Mary don’t take this process seriously it is highly unlikely things are going to get a whole lot better.

RD: I know that some of the most successful leaders I’ve worked with as a coach have had a network of people throughout the organization that they regularly gather feedback from. They may not always be asking for feedback on their behavior but they always seem to be asking others how a certain project or task is going. It sounds like that’s what we are trying to do here on the behavioral side of things. 
MG: What you are talking about on a more macro level is exactly parallel to what our research shows on a micro level. What I teach people is to ask, listen and learn from everyone around them. The real way you improve your leadership behavioral skills is not by getting a coach; the coach can help you, but the key variable is yourself and the people around you. 

You’ve worked with many organizations, but it is always the same you. In some of these organizations you may have produced great success and others, if you’re like me, maybe haven’t produced as much success. You weren’t any better or worse. As an executive coach, I only get paid if people get better and sometimes I don’t get paid. 

I wrote an article in Fast Company entitled, “It’s Not About the Coach,” which talked about the one person that I coached who was more successful than anyone else. I actually spent less time with this individual than I did with anyone else. I asked him what I should learn from him and he said, “Your process, if you work with the right people, will always be successful. This process was never about you. It’s about me and the people around me.” This person managed 40,000 people and was one of the greatest leaders I’ve ever met. Every day he walked into the office and told himself that it wasn’t about him, it was about the 40,000 other people working for the company. That’s why he’s a great leader. 

RD:Your study strongly suggests the need to share your 360-feedback with raters, despite some other studies suggesting otherwise. Would you also include sharing this information with your manager?
MG: I do not suggest sharing the numerical results or the comments of the feedback. I definitely do suggest sharing the top line learnings. If people are unwilling to talk about what they want to work on with their co-workers then I refuse to work with them. If people are unwilling to admit they need to improve upon something then they won’t. 

As for sharing results with your boss, I would say it depends on your boss and if they are someone you can have an open dialogue with. It’s a judgment call because in practice I don’t know who your boss is. 

RD:Your survey included individuals from around the world. What cultural differences, if any, did you find in the results?
MG: Johnson & Johnson is an interesting case study because they actually broke their results down by geographic area: North America, Latin America, Europe, Asia and Japan. What they found was that the results of feedback were positive around the world, but people in Asia actually got the biggest improvement scores overall. However, I don’t think it was because they were better leaders or because of any cultural difference. I think it was because those particular leaders were really behind the process. The bottom line on our cross-cultural research was that the best thing you can do in managing people of multiple cultures is to ask, listen and learn from those around you. 

RD:Your study showed some differences between the effectiveness of internal and external coaches. What can you tell us about that?
MG: GE Capital was part of this study and they actually published this information in the book, “Human Resources in the 21st Century.” What they did was use the same process with internal coaches as they did with external coaches. The results were virtually identical. However, it was important that there were three qualifiers for the internal coaches. The client had to feel that they could share information with an internal coach that would not be used against them later. The HR person had to have the time to work through this process, because often they are too busy. Finally, the internal coach had to have the credibility to do the work. If you are given the credibility, can manage the confidentially issue and have the time, then internal coaches can do just as well as external coaches. 

RD:Let’s talk about the book you recently edited called, “The Art and Practice of Leadership Coaching: 50 Top Coaches Reveal Their Secrets.” Tell us about the focus of this book, which has been selling very well.
MG: In this book we talk to 50 really great people who provide their insight on coaching. Thirty of these people are what I consider thought leaders who have been published multiple times. We had those people nominate other people who are practitioners that have done really great things in the field, but may not have been published. 

In the book we talk about the five different kinds of coaching. The first area we talk about is behavioral coaching, which is probably the most popular type of coaching in the area of executive coaching. This type of coaching really focuses on the leader’s behavior and helping them change that behavior. This is the area that I work in. 

The second type of coaching is what we call career and life coaching. This type of coaching tries to answer questions like, “Who am I? What is life? How do I organize my life? How do I manage my life?” This type of coaching is very different from what I do. 

The third type is leadership development, which looks at the broader issue of how we develop leaders. Most of these coaches also work with individual leaders and HR professionals to coach them on coaching others. 

The fourth area is coaching for organizational change. That’s more about coaching an executive to help them change their whole organization. 

The fifth area – which is at the extreme end of what I do – is strategy coaching. This type of coaching usually relates to large, broad scale business issues. 

RD:How does one decide what type of coach to use at any given time?
MG: To me, there is no one best coach. The best coach is the one that helps the client achieve their goals. In my own coaching organization, one of the people who has the least amount of credentials on paper, actually gets the best results. Is he qualified to be a coach? I think so because he gets the best results. Sometimes when we have too many credentials our egos get in the way. When ego is involved it is easy for us to focus on what we need instead of what the client needs.   

RD:In the book you talk about what happens when there is a breakdown in a coaching relationship. What are some of the reasons that a coaching relationship can go south?
MG: Let’s look at that question from the perspective of behavioral coaching. When does behavioral coaching not work? What causes the breakdown? 

The first reason that behavioral coaching doesn’t work is that the person doesn’t want to change. They are not sincerely motivated. If a person doesn’t want to change then they won’t.  

The second major cause of a breakdown is that the company doesn’t really want the person to get better. Sometimes, if a company has written off an employee, coaching can be a thinly disguised seek and destroy mission. I’ve been there a couple of times and it is very easy for us to be used as political pawns in these cases. 

The third reason that breakdowns occur is that the individual is given a behavioral coach when they are actually lacking in business or technical knowledge. For example, I had a big pharmaceutical company call me up and ask me to be a coach for Dr. X. When I asked them what his problem was they said that he wasn’t up to date on recent medical technologies. Well, neither am I, so as a behavioral coach I can’t help this person. I also recently worked with a CEO who got fired. While he got better at the behavior we were working on, his strategy didn’t work. If somebody is going in the wrong direction, then all I’m doing is helping them get there faster. 

The fourth reason that a coaching relationship may not work is because of ethics or integrity violations. If a person has those issues then the best thing to do is fire them, not coach them. 

Another reason coaching fails is that sometimes the wrong person is in the wrong job. I had an interesting experience earlier this year that really illustrates this point. The company hired this woman because they thought that they wanted someone creative and innovative who would rock the boat and make waves. Then, they realized that they really didn’t like that. They were frustrated and she was frustrated. She said, “I feel like a Ferrari who is being asked to act like a Ford pick-up truck.” You know what I said to her? Leave. It wasn’t a bad company and she wasn’t a bad person, but she was in the wrong job at the wrong company. 

RD: What is HR’s role in the executive coaching process?
MG: If you look at organizational success or failure, HR has a huge role. If you look at the broader area of leadership development, internal staff championing is a critical variable for success. With the companies that were involved in our research, we could really see the huge positive impact that the internal people had when it came to making any process work. Also, having internal people with the courage to stand up to executives and let them know how they feel is important. If they aren’t committed or don’t want to get involved then we’re not going to waste our time. Our time is valuable and we are not going to spend time with people who are not going to make a sincere effort to get better. 

RD:What do you think are the three most important things that HR people can do to increase the effectiveness of executive coaching in their organization?
MG: Number one is to be clear on what the client needs. Number two is to be clear on the competencies of the coach. Never start off by saying, “Here’s what we need. Can you do it?” Start the opposite way and ask the coach where their expertise lies. You really need to ask the coach what they know how to do and then make sure it is aligned with the company’s goal. Finally, you need to figure out how you are going to measure the success of the program. I would never use self-perception as a measure. In 90% of all coaching the evaluation is whether or not the client found it worthwhile, which is a ridiculous measure to me. Cognitive business theory shows that if I spend a year doing anything I am going to have a self-report that shows some value. You should come up with measurement that comes from outside that individual. The exception to that would be life coaching, which can only be evaluated by the individual. Outside of that most other types of coaching lend themselves to outside evaluation. 

