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Marshall Goldsmith is one of the most successful coaches in the world. He helps CEOs become better in the eyes of their coworkers and he makes a fortune doing that. “What I do is very simple, but it is not easy.”
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He is one of the most successful coaches in the world and according to the American magazine ‘Business Week’ he has become the symbol of the sector. He makes $1.5 million per year, a third by coaching a handful of senior leaders, the remaining with keynotes and workshops ($17,000 a piece) and with his eighteen books).

Marshall Goldsmith enjoys his prestige. He addresses his symbolic status up to three times and refers eagerly to other publications about himself in well known periodicals. However, at the same time he makes fun of it. While other management gurus seem pompous and puffed up, Goldsmith jumped up and down chairs wearing a green polo and khaki pants at a keynote he did in the Netherlands recently. He laughs a lot and does so with a remarkable sound. While most people exhale when they laugh, he inhales and makes a high pitched sound like ‘agh agh agh agh.’ It could have come from the birdcages at Artis. Anyway, this is not your average guy.

Goldsmith’s clients are particularly successful people, otherwise they would not be able to pay his fees. They are the top people of the largest and most prestigious corporations in the world, particularly of American companies such as Boeing, General Electric and Johnson & Johnson, but also of Swiss bank UBS and Japanese Toyota. The problem of successful people is that they are difficult to change. After all they are successful, so why shouldn’t they continue the same way? Therefore, Goldsmith is working less with his coaches and more and more with the people around them.

Goldsmith holds in-depth conversations with people around the leader and reports the outcome back to the leader. Often issues surface that the leader has ceased to hear from his direct reports themselves. The leader chooses one or two aspects of his behavior that he wants to change, for example to listen better or to not always win.

Then the client himself selects the coworkers to help him in the process of realizing change. Goldsmith assumes that a busy CEO will only invest time in a process of personal change if he selects the direction and the sounding board, and will only listen to people that he respects. These colleagues will let the CEO know periodically whether he is making progress in attaining his goals.

“It is my job to help successful leaders realize long term positive changes in behavior. What I do is very simple, but it is not easy. I ask people with whom I work to obtain feedback from their colleagues. Ask them what to improve in order to make the biggest difference in their leadership presence. For the past two years I’ve spent more time with the stakeholders and less with my actual clients.”

Who are the stakeholders?

“The selected colleagues. I used to think that people would get better because of me. But how can it be that some become much much better, while others only a little better and again others not at all? I am the same. So it is not I. Now I spend more than half of my time with the coworkers who help my client get better. I talk with them about strategies to help them help the client. I ask them what they have ever done to help their boss become better. Usually they answer “nothing.” When I ask them what they can do to help their boss, they have lots of answers. They begin to take responsibility to help their boss get better. The biggest part of my coaching is coaching the coworkers coach the client. I only get paid with positive results.”

What are positive results?

“Positive results in the long term measured not by you but by the people around you.”

But when my coworkers say that I have become nicer, that does not necessarily mean that I perform better.

“That’s right. Leadership is not a popularity contest. As a CEO you ask yourself whether this behavior will result in economic advantage for the company. The coworkers and the CEO decide that, not I.”

Do shareholders benefit?

“My clients think so. I studied math, I don’t dare to state that.”

Are you interested in it?

“Yes. Because I think that the boss has an obligation to the shareholders. He wouldn’t do this if he did not believe that the company would benefit in the long term. On the other hand, one of my clients is Texaco. Their annual profit is being affected by 27,000 factors, where the situation in the Middle East is far more important than my coaching. I cannot prove that Texaco will make more money next year thanks to me. My clients are all smart people. They believe this process helps their company. They know better that I.”

You emphasize the connection between leadership development and better company results. You think this relationship gets too little attention. What is wrong?”

“Measuring results. After a leadership program they measure what the participants thought of the speakers, the lunch and their room. Thus the speakers, the cooks and the janitors are being measured, not the leaders. If you want people to get better, you must measure the leaders. I can say this. I am one of the highest rated speakers in the world. I win the game, but it is a strange game. I am the winner of a strange game, agh agh agh agh.”

Are there common things leaders want to improve on?

“Most common is the drive to win. As the CEO you have had to win in order to make it to the top. Once there, you win all the time. His or her suggestions become orders. Everybody in a meeting looks at the face of the CEO. One look is sufficient to kill a proposal, whether you do that consciously or not.  You have to stop doing that. You have to start letting other people win.”

It is difficult to change that.

“Everything I do is difficult. It is not complicated, but it is not easy.”

How can coworkers change that look of their CEO?

“By continuously giving feedback. If the CEO looks at you as if you’re an idiot, you can say something. Possibly, he doesn’t even know. I coached a CEO who used to be captain of the Cambridge debating club. He received feedback that he did not participate in open dialogue. He got angry:” What do they mean? I was the captain of the debating club. Nobody loves open dialogue more than I.’ He was not a bad person. He did not mean to alienate them, but he gave them that feeling. He just did not know.”

What happened with him?

“He became better and I got paid. He started to listen better and started to understand that there was no open dialogue when he talked with coworkers three levels down.”

When did you not get paid?

Lawyers love me. It says in the contract that the client only has to pay if they think it is worth it. The company has no obligation to pay me.”

Do you sometimes not get paid?

“Yes, in one in eight cases. The first time it happened, my ego got in the way. I thought I was so good that I could save people. I asked this guy why he thought his coworkers felt that they were not being respected. He said, ‘Because they’re idiots’. That should have warned me. I should have let this pass by. But I didn’t; I had to save him. I wasted a year of my life and then I went to his CEO and said, ‘Do me a favor and shoot this guy before I do’. Agh agh agh agh. That was the first time I did not get paid. It has happened since then and I am not ashamed of that. People who say they never failed have not tried much.”

Do you meet resistance in your work?

“If I were to meet resistance, I would not work with those people. I don’t try to persuade people. If you don’t believe in what I do, we go our separate ways. I have plenty of work.”

Are you optimistic or pessimistic about leadership in business?

“I am an optimist at the micro level. At the macro level I don’t know enough to be an optimist or a pessimist.”

Why are you a pessimist at the micro level?

I have to. I have to believe that people are able to get better. Why would I do this otherwise? If I were a pessimist, I would be an idiot.”

How has your work changed you personally?

“I apply everything to myself. I have asked someone to call me every evening at 10 pm to ask me a number of questions. The first question is: How happy were you today? That reminds me of how much fun this is.”

In your presentation you said it is important to breathe. You are so energetic that the audience hardly had a chance to breathe, let alone yourself. When do you take time for yourself?

“There is my biggest room for improvement. My biggest challenge is that I like what I do too much, I enjoy people. I enjoy working with groups the most, but writing is much more influential. Many more people can read what I write than listen to me. I am also asked every night how much time I have spent writing. Too bad I am an extrovert. I’d rather talk six hours to my neighbors on the plane than writing on my laptop. Whether they like it or not, I teach them anyway; agh agh agh agh.”
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