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For the renown Buddhist executive coach, simplicity begets success 

By Ian S. Port

Nestled deep into the back corner of an English Tudor-style home in Fairbanks Ranch is Marshall Goldsmith’s parlor, a cozy, oak-paneled cube set around a massive stone fireplace and stacked to the ceiling with important-looking leather-bound volumes. In front of two large windows, under the soft pallor of an original Tiffany studio lamp, the room’s owner lays out his lanky limbs on a substantial oak coffee table, gently pets his poodle, and mentions that these objects do not make him happy.

[image: image1.jpg]



“My philosophy is that the great western disease is, ‘I’ll be happy when. When I get that car, when I get that status, when I get the money, when I get a job.’ None of that stuff matters. There’s only one time to be happy. Now.”

This from a man who earns a living — and a somewhat famous one at that — coaching elite executives to shed their shortcomings and become, as the boldface print on the cover of his new book exclaims, “Even more successful!”

Yet one quickly realizes talking to Marshall Goldsmith that these two absolutes — constant contentment and relentless self-improvement — are not necessarily contradictory, and that his book’s “Even more successful” is not merely a euphemism for “even more obscenely rich.”

Goldsmith does not teach moneymaking; he teaches people skills. He takes brilliance, talent and dedication for granted among his clients (“the price of admission”), yet illustrates, sometimes through humiliating repetition, that these are not enough.

“We can all get better. I can get better, you can get better, everybody can all get better. Anybody who says they can’t get better, they should work on humility.”

Telling this to the most successful executives in America is not as hard as you’d think, Goldsmith says — although it’s not like he has to search for clients. Goldman has coached leaders from titanic multinational companies such as Ford Motors, GlaxoSmithKline, Goldman Sachs, Allergan, Hasbro and General Mills. He writes columns for major business magazines. The School of Management at Allaint International University is named for him. And his new book is a top business seller on Amazon.com.

Actually, Goldsmith coaches business leaders by forcing them to evaluate the very behavior that got them to the top, both good and bad. The title of his new book, his first for a general audience, is What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.

“It’s pretty easy to say, ‘I behave this way, I get these rewards, I must get these rewards because I behave this way.’ But the reality is you behave this way, you get these rewards because you do a lot right and usually it’s in spite of doing some things that are stupid. We all do some stupid things. So I just tell people what’s on your ‘Because Of’ list and what’s on your ‘In Spite Of’ list? If you have nothing on your ‘In Spite Of’ list then no use hiring me.”

He lays out 20 common mistakes made by successful people in their dealings with other successful people, and although these flaws are not the focus of his book, it’s interesting how much they read like a list of generally detrimental human behavior, inside the office or out. A selection: Winning too much (1), making excuses (12), playing favorites (14), punishing the messenger (18), clinging to the past (13) and starting with “No,” “But,” or “However” (5). (Goldsmith pointed out this last unseemly habit innumerable times in conversation with a certain reporter, who invariably responded with “transactional flaw” No. 12.)

His pedagogy employs effusive chuckling, countless anecdotes, occasional profanity and dogged repetition, making Goldsmith seem like a kind of Buddha for the business world — exactly what he is. The 57-year-old began practicing Buddhism about 30 years ago and he says he’s taken more of his ideas from Buddhist teachings than what he learned earning a Ph.D. in organizational behavior from UCLA. Like the Zen Buddha, Goldsmith also loves to speak in mystifying declarations that match the simplicity — if not the difficulty — of the ideas in them.

Clients do not pay Goldsmith’s high consulting fees for half-baked diatribes on metaphysics, however. His work with a client begins with what he calls a “360-degree review,” where Goldsmith interviews people both inside and outside the client’s workplace and compiles a report detailing areas that should change. He goes over the report with the client and they set verifiable benchmarks with co-workers. Then the slow, difficult process of self-change begins for the client though frequent conversations with Goldsmith. A year or so later, if co-workers see improvement up to the set benchmarks, Goldsmith gets paid. If they don’t see change, his work is free. 

He also does not charge certain clients like nonprofits or the military for his coaching, and many materials, including articles, video seminars and other lessons are available through his Web site for free. According to Goldsmith, this is not incongruous for a person who helps other people make more money because, for both him and his business clients, work and gradual self-improvement aren’t about making money anyway. He’s not even sure about calling what he does “work.”

“Do I need a bigger house? Maybe I can buy more art? What’s the point? None of this stuff makes me any happier. You don’t find happiness from that stuff anyway.”

More information can be found at www.marshallgoldsmith.com and www.marshallgoldsmithlibrary.com.

