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Award-winning Fairbanks resident travels the world teaching top executives how to become the very best they can be

By Arthur Lightbourn

	In his 28 years of coaching executives, Fairbanks Ranch resident Marshall Goldsmith has rarely missed a teaching or speaking engagement and he certainly wasn’t going to let a Category 4 hurricane mess up his attendance record.

So when the folks at the Dallas airport tried to dissuade him from flying to Cancun to coach 60 Cemex cement company executives as Hurricane Wilma was approaching the Mexican resort town, Goldsmith was adamant. He was heading for Cancun.

“When I got there,” he recounted, “it was obvious there was going to be a problem. So Cemex chartered a plane, flew the 60 of us out of there to Mexico City, booked us into a hotel, set up a conference room, and I went on. It worked out fine.”
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Last year Goldsmith was named by the American Management Association as one of the 50 greatest thinkers and business leaders who have most influenced the field of management. Earlier, Forbes had named him one of the five most respected executive coaches in the country. And most recently, Newsweek referred to him as an “icon” in his field.

Goldsmith has authored or co-authored 18 books and continues to teach in the executive education programs at Dartmouth University and the University of Michigan.

All of which keeps him extremely busy. “On American Airlines alone, I have 8.5 million frequent flyer miles.” In the last three weeks, he taught in seven countries.

We interviewed the charismatic 56-year-old executive coach/teacher/writer/editor at his home in Fairbanks Ranch the day after he returned from Mexico.

Goldsmith was born in Valley Station, Kentucky. His father owned a two-pump gas station. His mother was a school teacher. And he was their only child.

“As a kid, I’d say I wasn’t a great kid. I’d say I had a moderate attitude problem. I was hauled in for drunk and disorderly conduct when I was 14. I wasn’t exactly the role model there...I think we should forgive ourselves for all those old sins,” he laughed.

In spite of his youthful waywardness, he did very well on his SATs “which inspired the guidance counselors to upscale my aspirations. So I got a scholarship to go to college.”

He went to Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology, in Terra Haute, Indiana, which is ranked as one of the top small engineering schools in the country, but he discovered he did not like engineering and switched to mathematical economics. “Then I got tired of math,” he said. “So I went to business school (Indiana University) and got an M.B.A. in marketing and management.”

Faced with what he viewed as the “dim prospect of reality, i.e. the real world,” he landed a four-year fellowship to work on a Ph.D. in organizational behavior at UCLA. And that enabled me to avoid the reality of work for another four years.”


After earning his doctorate in 1977, he taught organizational behavior at Loyola Marymount College in Los Angeles.

While at Loyola Marymount, Goldsmith met “a famous man, Paul Hersey. He was, at the time, one of the most famous and most highly-paid [executive education] consultants in the world. I followed him around and I learned to do what he did.

“And I practiced teaching it with my students. Then one day, he got double-booked and he asked me if I could do what he did [in front of a paying audience].


“I said, ‘I don’t know.’ And he said, ‘I will pay you $1,000 for a day.’ I was then making $15,000 a year. So you know what is said? ‘Sign me up, coach.’”


When asked how it felt to be regarded as one of the greatest thinkers and leaders in his field, he said, “Great. Many people go through life feeling under-recognized. Somebody has got to be over-recognized.”

And, then, he burst into a long, Buddha-like peal of laughter.

“I get more awards than I can count,” he added.

And, again, more laughter.

Goldsmith converted to Buddhism in his mid-20s. He practices a variation of Zen Buddhism. “In my school of Buddhism,” he said, “you only have to remember three words. ‘Be Happy Now.’”

“A lot of my coaching,” he said, “is related to my Buddhism.”

Also, he said, “I have come across a fool-proof technique to avoid anyone from stealing my material. I give it all away.”

He has a Web site called www.marshallgoldsmithlibrary.com where he invites visitors to come and take whatever they like free of charge from his 28-year collection of articles, videos and audio tapes teaching successful leaders to achieve positive changes in their behavior.

Which begs the question, why? If an executive is already successful, why change?

“Because,” Goldsmith theorizes, “we’re all successful for many reasons and in spite of many others. I’ve never met anyone who was so successful, they didn’t have anything on the ‘in spite of’ list.”

Last month, he said, he had 5,000 visitors on his Web site and what especially intrigues him is that about two-thirds came from outside the United States.

When asked why he decided a year ago to begin giving away his material, he said: “Well, if you look around, it’s just my wife and I and the dog. I don’t really think I need a bigger house. I don’t think I need any more cars. And, really, not any material things are going to make me any happier.”

Goldsmith believes among the best learning experiences is that of learning to see ourselves as others see us and when there are deficiencies, make the necessary changes.

In one of his articles, he tells how as a Ph.D. student at UCLA in the early 1970s, he had a self-image of being “hip” and “cool.” He was also highly critical of people in Los Angeles as being “screwed up, plastic and materialistic,” caring only to impress others.

When a professor invited students to discuss anything they wanted in class, he voiced his opinions in a series of monologues.

After a few weeks, the professor asked whom he was talking to.  “Everybody,” Goldsmith replied.

The professor pointed out that for three weeks Goldsmith had been directing his all of his remarks to one person, the professor, and ignoring the 12 other people in the class.

Goldsmith tried to defend his actions, and even began to resent his professor, but, “months later it finally dawned on me that the person with the issue wasn’t him. It wasn’t even the people in Los Angeles. The person with the real issue was me....

“Two of the great lessons I began to understand from this experience were (1) that it is much easier to see our problems in others than it is to see them in ourselves, and (2) even though we may be able to deny our problems to ourselves, they may be very obvious to the people who are observing us.”

The world of leadership, he said, has changed significantly in the last 40 years. The old image of the leader being authoritarian and dictatorial is not suited to the new world, he said.

“Most people today manage other people called ‘knowledge workers’... people that know more about what they’re doing than we do. So you can’t just tell them what to do, and how to do it or yell at them. You have to ask and listen and learn and involve people.”

“What I teach people to do is first develop what are the desired behaviors for a leader and the executives get confidential feed-back on how they are perceived by their co-workers.

“Then I teach them to pick what they want to do better and I teach them to talk to people around them, to follow-up on a rigorous basis and get re-measured...  The most common problem among top executives is, he said, “winning too much.”

“What I mean is, winning arguments, being right all the time...win, win, win.”  When top executives make suggestions, they are often interpreted as “orders,” no matter what.

What these executives often have to learn for open communication to take place, Goldsmith said, is “Quit winning all the time.”

“Everything I teach people is simple,” Goldsmith concluded. “Nothing I teach is easy.”
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