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Changing CEOs for the Better
DIBEYENDU GANGULY

TIMES NEWS NETWORK[ FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 07, 2003 12:52:59 AM ]There are 50 of us, sitting with our eyes closed, as Marshall Goldsmith -60s flower child, practising Buddhist, PhD from UCLA, author and one of the world’s top-ranking executive coaches (according to Forbes and The Wall Street Journal) - calls out: "How many of you think you're in the top two percent of what you do? Five per cent? Ten per cent?"

By the time he gets to 30 per cent, all hands are up and we're allowed to open our eyes. It seems we're actually quite a modest lot - when Goldsmith does this with doctors, all hands are up by the time he gets to five percent. In descending order of professions with delusions of grandeur are pilots, Jesuit priests, FBI agents, management consultants and college professors - all of whom Marshall has had occasion to coach. "Successful people are always delusional and that's okay,” he says, "Those who aren’t delusional are those who are clinically depressed."

The problem with believing you're a big success is that you don't want to hear any negative feedback. Indeed, successful people are optimists and really don't see how anything could be wrong. And they certainly don't want to change since they believe that they're successful because of what they are. Which is where Goldsmith steps in.

In his 26-year-long career in executive education, Goldsmith has helped many successful people change, including some top CEOs. He says: "I've recently had occasion to work with four failed CEOs, helping them come to terms with their situation, let go of their jobs. I failed in all four cases. They wouldn’t change, they stayed on and were ultimately humiliated publicly and forced to quit. It's really difficult to change someone who doesn't want to change."

Though he stresses the pitfalls, Marshall's coaching programmes are built around getting people to open up to the idea of change. Most of us are afraid of asking for feedback because we're afraid of what we might hear. Whether it's asking a co-worker a simple question like "How can I do better?" to going to the doctor for a physical examination, most of us are in avoidance mode because we're not sure whether the feedback will be good.

But feedback is essential to change and asking for it is something everyone had better learn how to do. Goldsmith's California-based consulting firm, The Alliance For Strategic Leadership, specialises in developing customised360-degree feedback for business leaders and in monitoring whether feedback leads to change. Eight major American corporates and 86,000 people are part of Goldsmith's current research study on changing behaviour, which will form the basis of his next book, Helping Successful Leaders Get Better, to be published in 2005. "We tend to assume that if people understand what needs to be done, they'll do it." he says, "It's a bad assumption."

"How many of you have this dream of taking time off from your busy schedule one day and getting your life better organised? Joining that gym and losing some weight perhaps? Catching up with old friends?" asks Goldsmith. Everyone mulls over it and hands start to go up. Get over it, says Goldsmith, and gives us a quote from his state governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger: "Nobody ever got muscles watching me lift weights."

Goldsmith's past research shows that best cases of behavioural changes in an organisational setting usually occur when the supervisor constantly monitors and gives feedback to the individual. The more often the feedback, the better the chance of effecting a change. A one-shot effort rarely yields results.

Of course, it's also true that constant efforts sometimes don't yield any results - especially if the person involved doesn't care about the feedback and doesn't want to change. There's an example close to home which everyone would identify with. "How many of you have spent years trying to change your spouse?" asks Marshall. Several in the audience nod in empathy and raise their hands. All of them admit that they haven't been successful in trying to change their spouses.

Goldsmith's advice to those who would seek to force change on people who will not accept it: let it go. "The biggest problem with most of us is that we don't know when to stop." he says. "If someone just does not want to change, we have to accept it. We have to just let it go."

Operating at the micro-level, Goldsmith's insights cut across cultures, which was evident from his observations on gender issues. In the US, it's been found, women tend to be guilt-ridden because they want to be perfect managers at work as well as perfect wives and mothers at home - and they inevitably can't pull it off. "If their mother-in-law visits and tidies up the house, they feel guilty. I tell them - don't be so hard on yourself. Look at the men - do they feel guilty if their mother-in-law picks up after them while they watch TV? They don't care!"

These were observations that had the women in the room staying on to have personal word of advice from him after the coaching session was over. "I’m not an expert on culture," says Goldsmith, who's been a fan of India since his hippie days. "But that doesn't matter. I coach people so they can work better with people of their own culture, whatever it may be."

