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Try these techniques to help people help themselves 
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Your boss. Your spouse. Your children. Your friends.

Have you ever successfully changed any of them?

Let it go, advises Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, executive coach to CEOs and behavioral change expert. If people don't want to change, they won't, he says.

Goldsmith breathes in deeply, and his audience with him, and then lets it out. "Ahhh. ... Let it go," he repeats.

His audience this day is nearly 1,500 HR managers gathered recently for the annual HR Florida Conference in Orlando. He asks the participants, mostly women, "Who has been trying to change a husband or partner?" Many hands go up. For how long? 10 years? 20 years? 30? Forty is the winner.

"Either let it go or let old Ed go," Goldsmith tells the women to everyone's laughter.

But when a client does choose to change, especially a CEO or other senior executive, Goldsmith employs several techniques to help them help themselves. 

Successful people are especially delusional, says Goldsmith, who has been a coach to more than 70 top executives and authored 22 books on coaching and leadership. They have an incredibly positive self-image, often rating themselves in the top 10 percent of their peers, he says.

But CEOs and other managers can lead by example by openly developing themselves. By working to improve ourselves, we encourage those around us to do so, Goldsmith reasons.

"We all want to hear feedback that is consistent with the way we see ourselves. We all tend to reject feedback that is inconsistent with the way we see ourselves," Goldsmith says. And he notes that the "more committed we are to a path, the harder it is for us to admit, it is the wrong path."

CEOs often are the worst at accepting change, especially when it is time for them to leave a company, he says. "How easy is it for a CEO to say, `I've failed'? It doesn't happen." 

For CEOs or anyone who wants to improve, Goldsmith suggests what he calls the "feed forward exercise." This exercise involves letting go of the past, listening to suggestions without judging, learning as much as you can and helping as much as you can.

Focus on one item to improve about yourself, he says. "Don't try to change everything. Pick one thing and get better at that."

Then he has the group of HR managers and this reporter actually practice. We all pick something we would like to improve about ourselves. Then we go around the room and talk with as many people as possible, asking them for their help. All we're allowed to say in response is "thank you."

What might seem like an uncomfortable exercise at a business conference turns out to be an easy one: People find it easier to open up to strangers. And everyone loves giving advice to everyone else.

Women, especially, tend to be hard on themselves, often striving to be perfect, Goldsmith says. "Women carry around more guilt than men." He says a man's attitude when he's told he needs to change is "I don't care!"

Look forward, he tells participants. "We spend too much time worrying about the past," he says. "You can't change the past. It's over. Let it go."

Goldsmith also recommends doing "two-way coaching" with a friend. He made up a list of questions that one of his friends asks him every day and vice versa. The questions are designed to be quick with "yes," "no," or a "number" answer, as in, "How many sit-ups did you do today?" 

The one coaching rule is no negative feedback. The friend can only make positive comments to reinforce success.

The questions keep Goldsmith, or anyone who uses the method, on track in meeting personal and business goals. Goldsmith asked his wife to contribute one of his questions. She happily complied with, "Did you pick up after yourself today?" 

This is the last of three columns from the HR Florida Conference in Orlando. The other two columns appeared Sept. 21 and Sept. 28.

Marcia Heroux Pounds can be reached at mpounds@sun-sentinel.com or 561-243-6650.
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