



Coach helps top execs get better
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One of the questions on Goldsmith's nightly check list is, "How many times did you try to prove you were right when it wasn't worth it?"

His usual answer? "Maybe a little more than half the time," he concedes.

Goldsmith has no interest in probing why people behave the way they do. He doesn't try to reshape their personalities. He measures success by the extent to which other people's perceptions of his clients change for the better.

He starts by interviewing the people who work with his clients about their strengths and weaknesses. Then Goldsmith confronts them with how others see them and starts them on a rigorous regimen he guarantees will work if they stick with it.

First, he teaches them how to apologize for their shortcomings -- "the most magical, healing, restorative gesture human beings can make," he writes in his book -- and then to ask for help in getting better.

"If you practice what I preach, your co-workers will laugh at you behind your back, and your family members will laugh in your face," he says.

Why? Because it's hard for people not to be skeptical when someone tells them they are going to change. And when a brusque, arrogant, always-needs-to-be-right boss begins to listen more and argue less, people remember the curmudgeon they knew.

"It's much harder to change people's perceptions of your behavior than to change your behavior," he says.

He teaches clients to approach change as a long-term campaign during which they must relentlessly "advertise" their efforts by reminding people they are trying hard to do better and asking for suggestions.

"It takes courage and discipline," he says.

"The best clients I have do it because they want to be good role models," he adds. "The message to the whole company that the CEO is trying to get better is more important than the leader getting better at any individual behavior."

What works at the office also can work at home, Goldsmith says. He encourages people to ask their spouses what they can do to be better partners, and their children, better parents. He warns them to be prepared to listen.

The newest question on his nightly list is, "Did I pick up after myself?" He added that one after asking his wife how he could be a better husband.

"Get in the habit of asking," he says.

"Listen to ideas. Take notes. Follow up. Get better, get better, get better."

