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Teaching leaders what to 
STOP

“We spend a lot of time 
helping leaders learn 

what to do, 
we don’t spend enough 

time helping leaders learn 
what to stop.”

Peter Drucker

Developing Yourself 
as a Leader and Partner
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Classic challenges 
for successful leaders

• Winning too much
• Adding too much value
• Passing too much judgment
• Specific challenges of smart, 

successful leaders

Goals 
• Learn the classic challenges that come 

with success in leadership – and how to 
use ‘to stop’ in coaching yourself.

• Understand and be ready to use 
feedforward to develop yourself as a 
positive tool for learning.

• Learn a proven leadership development 
model that you can use to develop 
yourself as a leader.
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Feedforward
• The feedforward exercise
• Letting go of the past
• Listening to suggestions without 

judging
• Learning as much as you can
• Helping as much as you can 
• Learning points to help you be a 

great coach

Using small amounts of money
to create large changes in behavior

• No, but, however
• Great, BUT
• Destructive comments
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“Leadership is a 
Contact Sport”

• Summary impact research 
• Over 86,000 participants 

(248,000 in upcoming study)
• Cross-cultural, cross-industry, 

multi-level validation
• One of nine most-outstanding 

articles ever published in 
Strategy+Business

Developing yourself
as a leader and partner

• ASK
• LISTEN
• THINK
• THANK
• RESPOND
• INVOLVE
• CHANGE 
• FOLLOW-UP
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Table 1

My co-worker did no follow-up

Company A
Company B
Company C
Company D
Company E
Avg Leader

Change in 
leadership effectiveness

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

Perceived Change

Pe
rc

en
t

0

20

40

Commonalities
• Multi-rater feedback
• Focused areas for improvement
• Discussion with co-workers
• On-going follow up
• Custom-designed mini-survey
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Company A
Company B
Company C
Company D
Company E
Avg Leader

My co-worker did some follow-up

Table 3

Change In 
leadership effectiveness

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

Perceived Change
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rc

en
t
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20

40

My co-worker did a little follow-up

Table 2
Company A
Company B
Company C
Company D
Company E
Avg Leader

Change in 
leadership effectiveness

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

Perceived Change
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t
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20

40
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Change in 
leadership effectiveness

My co-worker did consistent/periodic follow-up

Table 5
Company A
Company B
Company C
Company D
Company E
Avg Leader

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

Perceived Change
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en
t

0

20

40

My co-worker did frequent follow-up

Table 4

Change in 
leadership effectiveness

Company A
Company B
Company C
Company D
Company E
Avg Leader

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

Perceived Change

Pe
rc

en
t

0

20

40
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Developing yourself
as a leader and partner

• ASK
• LISTEN
• THINK
• THANK
• RESPOND
• INVOLVE
• CHANGE 
• FOLLOW-UP
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Goals
• Understand and be ready to use 

feedforward in coaching.
• Learn how to use Stakeholder Centered 

Coaching with your direct reports.
• Understand how to Expand the Value of 

Coaching
• Be ready to use Team Building without Time 

Wasting.
• Increase your effectiveness in influencing 

decision makers.

Helping Successful Leaders
Get Even Better!

Dr. Marshall Goldsmith

Marshall@MarshallGoldsmith.com
www.MarshallGoldsmith.com

Stakeholder Centered Coaching, 
Building Your Team 

and Influencing Decision Makers 
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When behavioral coaching
will not work

• The person doesn’t want to 
change

• “Written-off” by the company
• Lacks business or technical 

knowledge
• Wrong strategy or direction
• Integrity or ethics violations
• Person in wrong job - company

Learning from a great leader

• The most important factor for successful 
change is the client – not the coach

• Don’t make coaching about your own ego.
• If they don’t care – don’t waste your time.
• If you don’t care – don’t waste your time.
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Feedforward
• The feedforward exercise
• Letting go of the past
• Listening to suggestions without 

judging
• Learning as much as you can
• Helping as much as you can 
• Learning points to help you be a 

great coach

Feedforward preparation

• What one behavior change will make 
a significant positive difference for 
you?

• Why will this change make a 
difference?

• Repeat with your partner.
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The Stakeholder Centered 
Coaching Model

• The history of ‘pay only for result’s 
coaching

• Qualifying coaching clients – 
internally or externally

• Determining key stakeholders
• Involving upper management
• Interviewing key stakeholders
• Feedback and follow-up
• Measuring positive change

Coaching practice
• What is your behavior for change?
• What did you learn in the 

feedforward process?
• What are you going to do about it?
• Solicit ideas that will help to ensure 

‘back on the job’ execution
• Repeat the process with your 

partner
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ASK

• Why don’t we ask:
–  At work?
–  At home?

• Case studies at home

The Stakeholder Centered 
Coaching Model

• The evolution of SCC
–  The importance of the coach
–  The importance of the client
–  The importance of the Stakeholders

• Guidelines for stakeholders
–  Focus on the future – feedforward
–  Be positive, not cynical
– Tell the truth
–  You try to improve as well
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THINK

• Avoid defensiveness
• Avoid needing to respond immediately
• Hard at work – even harder at home

LISTEN

• The first thing that we want to do – is 
the last thing that we should do

• Do not: 
–  Ask for input - then expressing your 

opinion
–  Make excuses
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RESPOND

• Responding to 360° feedback:
–  Positive
–  Simple
–  Focused
–  Fast

• Ask for ideas for the future – not more 
feedback about the past

• Promise to listen and think – not to do 
everything that people suggest

THANK

• Express gratitude 
– for the coaching feedback
– for the positive recognition
– for future involvement at help
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CHANGE

• Keep reminders ‘in front of you’
• Accept that you will ‘fall back’
• Just keep the trend line moving in the 

right direction

INVOLVE

• Keys to successful behavioral change:
–  Set a clear goal
–  Write down the goal
–  Publicly state the goal
–  Involve a support group in 

helping you achieve the goal



23

Changing perception

• Why changing perception is more 
difficult than changing behavior

• How follow-up leads to a long-term 
change in perception – as well as 
behavior

• The Roman numeral watch case study

FOLLOW-UP
• The key to making change last
• Frequency is more important than 

duration
• Sticking with it
• Why it is so difficult
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Team building
without time wasting

• Where we are vs. where we need to be
• Determining team-wide area for change
• Determining individual area for change
• Developing a follow-up system
• Measuring success

Expanding 
the value of coaching

• Four great case studies
–  Alan Mulally
–  France Hesselbein
–  Kent Kresa
–  Hubert Joly
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Effectively influencing 
decision makers

• Learning from Peter Drucker
• Decision making and power
• Knowing the customer
• Being an effective salesperson
• AIWATT
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Try Feedforward Instead of Feedback

Marshall Goldsmith

Providing feedback has long been considered to be an essential skill for leaders. As they strive

to achieve the goals of the organization, employees need to know how they are doing. They

need to know if their performance is in line with what their leaders expect. They need to learn

what they have done well and what they need to change. Traditionally, this information has

been communicated in the form of “downward feedback” from leaders to their employees.

Just as employees need feedback from leaders, leaders can benefit from feedback from their

employees.  Employees  can  provide  useful  input  on  the  effectiveness  of  procedures  and

processes and as well as input to managers on their leadership effectiveness. This “upward

feedback”  has  become  increasingly  common  with  the  advent  of  360  degree  multi-rater

assessments.

But there is a fundamental problem with all types of feedback: it focuses on the past, on what

has already occurred—not on the infinite variety of opportunities that can happen in the

future. As such, feedback can be limited and static, as opposed to expansive and dynamic.

Over  the  past  several  years,  I  have  observed  more  than  thirty  thousand  leaders  as  they

participated in a fascinating experiential exercise. In the exercise, participants are each asked

to play two roles. In one role, they are asked provide feedforward —that is, to give someone

else suggestions for the future and help as much as they can. In the second role, they are asked

to accept feedforward—that is, to listen to the suggestions for the future and learn as much as

they can. The exercise typically lasts for 10-15 minutes, and the average participant has 6-7

dialogue sessions. In the exercise participants are asked to: 

• Pick one behavior that they would like to change. Change in this behavior should make a

significant, positive difference in their lives.

• Describe this behavior to randomly selected fellow participants. This is done in one-on-one

dialogues. It can be done quite simply, such as, “I want to be a better listener.”

• Ask for feedforward—for two suggestions for the future that might help them achieve a

positive change in their selected behavior. If participants have worked together in the past,

they are not allowed to give ANY feedback about the past. They are only allowed to give ideas

for the future. 

• Listen attentively to the suggestions and take notes. Participants are not allowed to comment

on the suggestions in any way. They are not allowed to critique the suggestions or even to

make positive judgmental statements, such as, “That’s a good idea.” 
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• Thank the other participants for their suggestions.

• Ask the other persons what they would like to change.

• Provide feedforward - two suggestions aimed at helping the other person change.

•  Say,  “You are welcome.” when thanked for the suggestions.  The entire  process  of  both

giving and receiving feedforward usually takes about two minutes.

• Find another participant and keep repeating the process until the exercise is stopped.

When the exercise is finished, I ask participants to provide one word that best describes their

reaction to this experience. I ask them to complete the sentence, “This exercise was …”. The

words provided are almost always extremely positive, such as “great”, “energizing”, “useful”,

or “helpful.” One of the most commonly-mentioned words is “fun!”

What is the last word that comes to mind when we consider any feedback activity? Fun!

Eleven Reasons to Try FeedForward

Participants are then asked why this exercise is seen as fun and helpful as opposed to painful,

embarrassing,  or  uncomfortable.  Their  answers  provide  a  great  explanation  of  why

feedforward can often be more useful than feedback as a developmental tool.

1.  We can change the future. We can’t change the past. Feedforward helps people

envision and focus on a positive future, not a failed past. Athletes are often trained using

feedforward.  Racecar  drivers  are  taught  to,  “Look  at  the  road  ahead,  not  at  the  wall.”

Basketball players are taught to envision the ball going in the hoop and to imagine the perfect

shot.  By  giving  people  ideas  on  how  they  can  be  even  more  successful  (as  opposed  to

visualizing a failed past), we can increase their chances of achieving this success in the future.

2.  It can be more productive to help people learn to be “right,” than prove they

were “wrong.” Negative feedback often becomes an exercise in “let  me prove you were

wrong.” This tends to produce defensiveness on the part of the receiver and discomfort on the

part  of  the sender.  Even constructively  delivered feedback is  often  seen as  negative  as  it

necessarily involves a discussion of mistakes, shortfalls, and problems. Feedforward, on the

other hand, is almost always seen as positive because it focuses on solutions – not problems.

3. Feedforward is especially suited to successful people.  Successful people like getting

ideas  that  are  aimed  at  helping  them  achieve  their  goals.  They  tend  to  resist  negative

judgment. We all tend to accept feedback that is consistent with the way we see ourselves. We

also  tend  to  reject  or  deny  feedback  that  is  inconsistent  with  the  way  we see  ourselves.

Successful people tend to have a very positive self-image. I have observed many successful

executives respond to (and even enjoy) feedforward. I am not sure that these same people

would have had such a positive reaction to feedback. 

4.  Feedforward  can come from anyone who knows about  the task.  It  does  not

require personal experience with the individual. One very common positive reaction to

the previously described exercise is that participants are amazed by how much they can learn

from people that they don’t know! For example, if you want to be a better listener, almost any
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fellow leader can give you ideas on how you can improve. They don’t have to know you.

Feedback requires knowing about the person. Feedforward just requires having good ideas

for achieving the task.

5.  People do not take feedforward as personally as feedback. In theory, constructive

feedback is supposed to “focus on the performance, not the person”. In practice, almost all

feedback is  taken personally  (no matter  how it  is  delivered).  Successful  people’s  sense  of

identity is highly connected with their work. The more successful people are, the more this

tends  to  be  true.  It  is  hard  to  give  a  dedicated  professional  feedback  that  is  not  taken

personally. Feedforward cannot involve a personal critique, since it is discussing something

that has not yet happened! Positive suggestions tend to be seen as objective advice – personal

critiques are often viewed as personal attacks.

6.  Feedback  can  reinforce  personal  stereotyping  and  negative  self-fulfilling

prophecies. Feedforward can reinforce the possibility of change. Feedback can reinforce the

feeling of  failure.  How many of  us  have been “helped” by a spouse,  significant  other,  or

friend, who seems to have a near-photographic memory of our previous “sins” that they share

with us in order to point out the history of our shortcomings. Negative feedback can be used

to  reinforce  the  message,  “this  is  just  the  way  you  are”.  Feedforward  is  based  on  the

assumption that the receiver of suggestions can make positive changes in the future.

7. Face it! Most of us hate getting negative feedback, and we don’t like to give it.   I
have  reviewed  summary  360  degree  feedback  reports  for  over  50  companies.  The  items,

“provides  developmental  feedback  in  a  timely  manner”  and  “encourages  and  accepts

constructive  criticism” both always score  near  the  bottom on co-worker satisfaction with

leaders. Traditional training does not seem to make a great deal of difference. If leaders got

better at providing feedback every time the performance appraisal forms were “improved”,

most should be perfect by now! Leaders are not very good at giving or receiving negative

feedback. It is unlikely that this will change in the near future.

8.  Feedforward can cover almost all of the same “material” as feedback. Imagine

that you have just made a terrible presentation in front of the executive committee. Your

manager is in the room. Rather than make you “relive” this humiliating experience,  your

manager might help you prepare for future presentations by giving you suggestions for the

future. These suggestions can be very specific and still delivered in a positive way. In this way

your manager can “cover the same points” without feeling embarrassed and without making

you feel even more humiliated.

9.  Feedforward  tends  to  be  much  faster  and  more  efficient  than  feedback. An

excellent technique for giving ideas to successful people is to say, “Here are four ideas for the

future. Please accept these in the positive spirit that they are given. If you can only use two of

the ideas, you are still two ahead. Just ignore what doesn’t make sense for you.” With this

approach almost no time gets wasted on judging the quality of the ideas or “proving that the

ideas are wrong”. This “debate” time is usually negative; it can take up a lot of time, and it is

often not very productive. By eliminating judgment of the ideas, the process becomes much

more positive for the sender, as well as the receiver. Successful people tend to have a high

need for self-determination and will tend to accept ideas that they “buy” while rejecting ideas

that feel “forced” upon them.

10.  Feedforward can be a useful  tool  to apply with managers,  peers,  and team

members. Rightly or wrongly, feedback is associated with judgment. This can lead to very
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negative – or even career-limiting – unintended consequences when applied to managers or

peers. Feedforward does not imply superiority of judgment. It is more focused on being a

helpful “fellow traveler” than an “expert”. As such it can be easier to hear from a person who

is not in a position of power or authority. An excellent team building exercise is to have each

team member ask, “How can I better help our team in the future?” and listen to feedforward

from fellow team members (in one-on-one dialogues.) 

11.  People  tend  to  listen  more  attentively  to  feedforward  than  feedback.  One

participant is the feedforward exercise noted, “I think that I listened more effectively in this

exercise than I ever do at work!” When asked why, he responded, “Normally, when others are

speaking, I am so busy composing a reply that will make sure that I sound smart – that I am

not fully listening to what the other person is saying I am just composing my response. In

feedforward the only reply that I am allowed to make is ‘thank you’. Since I don’t have to

worry about composing a clever reply – I can focus all of my energy on listening to the other

person!”

In summary, the intent of this article is not to imply that leaders should never give feedback

or that performance appraisals should be abandoned. The intent is to show how feedforward

can often be preferable to feedback in day-to-day interactions. Aside from its effectiveness

and efficiency, feedforward can make life a lot more enjoyable. When managers are asked,

“How did you feel the last time you received feedback?” their most common responses are

very negative. When managers are asked how they felt after receiving feedforward, they reply

that  feedforward  was  not  only  useful,  it  was  also  fun!

Quality communication—between and among people at all levels and every department and

division—is  the  glue  that  holds  organizations  together.  By  using  feedforward—and  by

encouraging others to use it—leaders can dramatically improve the quality of communication

in their organizations, ensuring that the right message is conveyed, and that those who receive

it  are  receptive  to  its  content.  The  result  is  a  much  more  dynamic,  much  more  open

organization—one whose employees focus on the promise of the future rather than dwelling

on the mistakes of the past. 

Marshall  Goldsmith  is  the  million-selling  author  of  the  New  York  Times

bestsellers MOJO and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There – the Harold

Longman Award winner for Business Book of the Year.
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Coaching for Behavioral Change
By: Marshall Goldsmith

My mission is to help successful leaders achieve positive, long-term, measurable
change in behavior: for themselves, their people and their teams. When the steps
in the coaching process described below are followed, leaders almost always
positive behavioral change – not as judged by themselves, but as judged by pre-
selected, key stakeholders. This process has been used around the world with great
success - by both external coaches and internal coaches1.

Our “Pay for Results” Executive Coaching Process

Our coaching network (Stakeholder Centered Coaching) provides coaches for
leaders from around the world. All of the coaches in our network use the same
proven process. At the beginning of our coaching relationship, we get an
agreement with our coaching clients and their managers on two key variables: 1)
what are the key behaviors that will make the biggest positive change in
increased leadership effectiveness and 2) who are the key stakeholders that can
determine (twelve to eighteen months later) if these changes have occurred.

We then get paid only after our coaching clients have achieved positive change
in key leadership behaviors – and become more effective leaders - as determined
by their key stakeholders.

I believe that many leadership coaches are paid for the wrong reasons. Their
income is a largely a function of “How much do my clients like me?” and “How
much time did I spend in coaching?” Neither of these is a good metric for
achieving a positive, long-term change in behavior.

In terms of liking the coach - I have never seen a study that showed that clients’
love of a coach was highly correlated with their change in behavior. In fact, if
coaches become too concerned with being loved by their clients – they may not
provide honest feedback when it is needed.

In terms of spending clients’ time – my personal coaching clients’ are all
executives whose decisions impact billions of dollars – their time is more
valuable than mine. I try to spend as little of their time as necessary to achieve
the desired results. The last thing they need is for me to waste their time!

1 For a study on the effectiveness of this process with internal coaches in GE Financial Services, see
“Leveraging HR: How to Develop Leaders in ‘Real Time’, in Human Resources in the 21st Century,M.
Effron, R. Gandossy and M. Goldsmith, eds., Wiley, 2003.
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Qualifying the Coaching Client:
Knowing When Behavioral Coaching Won’t Help

Since we use a “pay only for results” coaching process, we have had to learn to
qualify our coaching clients. This means that we only work with clients that we
believe will greatly benefit from our coaching process.

We do not work with leaders who are not really motivated to change. Have you
ever tried to change the behavior of a successful adult that had no interest in
changing? How much luck did you have? Probably none! We only work with
executives who are willing to make a sincere effort to change and who believe
that this change will help them become better leaders. Our most successful
coaching clients are executives who are committed to being great role models
for leadership development and for living their company’s values.

I have personally worked with several of the world’s leading CEOs. One reason
that they are so effective in leading people is that they are always trying to
improve themselves – not just asking everyone else to improve. Our best
coaching clients are dedicated to be great role models in consistently working to
improve themselves.

Some large corporations “write people off”. Rather than just fire them, they
engage in a pseudo behavioral coaching process that is more “seek and destroy”
than “help people get better”. We only work with leaders that are seen as
potentially having a great future in the corporation. We only work with people
who will be given a fair chance by their management. We do not work with
leaders who have been “written off” by senior management.

There are several different types of coaching. We only do behavioral coaching
for successful executives – not strategic coaching, life planning, or
organizational change. I have the highest respect for the coaches that do this
kind of work. That is just not what our coaches do. Therefore, we only focus
on changing leadership behavior. If our clients have other needs, we refer them
to other coaches.

Finally, I would never choose to work with a client who has an integrity
violation. We believe that people with integrity violations should be fired, not
coached.

When will our approach to behavioral coaching work? If the client’s issue is
increasing leadership effectiveness, the coaching clients are given a fair chance
and they are motivated to improve, the process described in this article will
almost always work. If these conditions do not exist, this process should not be
used.
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Involving Key Stakeholders

In my work as a behavioral coach, I have gone through three distinct phases.

In phase one – I believed that my clients would become better because of me. I
thought that the coach was the key variable in behavioral change. I was wrong.
We have published research on leadership development that involved input
from over 86,000 respondents2. In our research we have learned that the key
variable for successful change in leadership behavior is not the coach, teacher or
advisor. The key variables that will determine long-term progress are the
leaders being coached and their co-workers.

I learned this lesson in a very humbling way. The client that I spent the most
amount of time with did not improve and I did not get paid! This was a painful
reminder to me that I was not the key variable in my clients’ improvement.

The client that I spent the least amount of time with improved more than
anyone I ever coached – and he was great to start with! He was later recognized
as the CEO of the Year in the United States.

When I asked my ‘most improved’ client, what I could learn about coaching
from him, he taught me a great lesson. He told me that I needed to: 1) pick the
right clients and 2) keep the focus of my coaching on my clients and their teams
(not my own ego and need to prove how smart I was).

In phase two – I spent most of my time focusing on my coaching clients. I
slowly learned that a motivated, hard-working client was more important than
a brilliant coach! I learned that their ongoing efforts meant more than my
clever ideas. My results improved!

In phase three (where I am now) – I spend most of my time not with my
coaching client but with the key stakeholders around my client. I focus on
helping my clients learn from everyone around them. By making this change,
my clients’ results have improved even more dramatically3.

How do I involve key stakeholders? I ask them to help the person that I am
coaching in four critically important ways:

2 “Leadership is a Contact Sport”, H. Morgan and M. Goldsmith in Strategy+Business, Fall
2004 (re-published in Fall 2010 as one of nine outstanding articles in the history of the
journal).
3 This process is explained in more detail in “Recruiting Supportive Coaches: A Key to
Achieving Positive Behavioral Change” in The Many Facets of Leadership,M. Goldsmith, V.
Govindarajan, B. Kaye and A. Vicere, eds., FT Prentice Hall, 2003.
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1) Let go of the past. When we continually bring up the past, we demoralize
the people who are trying to change. Whatever happened in the past -
happened in the past. It cannot be changed. By focusing on a future that
can improve (as opposed to a past that cannot improve), the key
stakeholders can help my clients achieve positive change. (We call this
process feedforward, instead of feedback4).

2) Be helpful and supportive, not cynical, sarcastic or judgmental. As part of
our coaching process, my clients involve key co-workers and ask them for
help. If my clients reach out to key stakeholders and feel punished for
trying to improve, they will generally quit trying. I don’t blame them!
Why should any of us work hard to build relationships with people who
won’t give us a chance? If my clients’ co-workers are helpful and
supportive, my clients’ experience increased motivation and are much
more likely to improve.

3) Tell the truth. I do not want to work with a client, have him or her get a
glowing report from key stakeholders, and later hear that one of the
stakeholders said, “He didn’t really get better, we just said that”. This is
not fair to my client, to the company or to me.

4) Pick something to improve yourself. My clients are very open with key
stakeholders about what they are going to change. As part of our process,
our clients ask for ongoing suggestions. I also ask the stakeholders to pick
something to improve and to ask my client for suggestions. This makes
the entire process “two-way” instead of “one way”. It helps the
stakeholders act as “fellow travelers” who are trying to improve, not
“judges” who are pointing their fingers at my client. It also greatly
expands the value gained by the corporation in the entire process5. In one
of my most successful case studies, I was asked to coach one top
executive – and about 200 people ended up improving.

Steps in the Leadership Coaching Process

The following steps describe the basics of our behavioral coaching process.
Every coach in our network has to agree to implement the following steps. If the
coach will follow these basic steps, our clients almost always achieve positive
change!

4 “Try Feedforward, instead of Feedback” originally published in Leader to Leader, Summer
2002.
5 For a great description of the impact of co-workers’ focusing on their own improvement,
read “Expanding the Value of Coaching: from the Leader to the Team to the Organization”
in The Art and Practice of Leadership Coaching, H. Morgan, P. Harkins and M. Goldsmith,
eds., Wiley, 2004.
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1) Involve the leaders being coached in determining the desired behavior in
their leadership roles. Leaders cannot be expected to change behavior if
they don’t have a clear understanding of what desired behavior looks like.
The people that we coach (in agreement with their managers, if they are
not the CEO) work with us to determine desired leadership behavior.

2) Involve the leaders being coached in determining key stakeholders. Not
only do clients need to be clear on desired behaviors, they need to be clear
(again in agreement with their managers, if they are not the CEO) on key
stakeholders. There are two major reasons why people deny the validity
of feedback - wrong items or wrong raters. By having our clients and
their managers agree on the desired behaviors and key stakeholders in
advance, we help ensure their “buy in” to the process.

3) Collect feedback. In my coaching practice, we personally interview all key
stakeholders to get confidential feedback for our clients. The people who
I am coaching are all CEOs or potential CEOs, and the company is
making a real investment in their development. This more involved level
of feedback is justified. However, at lower levels in the organization (that
are more price sensitive), traditional 360 feedback can work very well.
In either case, feedback is critical. It is impossible to get evaluated on
changed behavior if there is not agreement on what behavior needs to be
changed!

4) Reach agreement on key behaviors for change. As I have become more
experienced, my approach has become simpler and more focused. I
generally recommend picking only 1-3 key areas for behavioral change
with each client. This helps ensure maximum attention to the most
important behavior. My clients and their managers (unless my client is
the CEO) agree upon the desired behavior for change. This ensures that I
won’t spend a year working with my clients and have their managers
determine that we have worked on changing the wrong behavior!

5) Have the coaching clients respond to key stakeholders. The person being
reviewed should talk with each key stakeholder and collect additional
“feedforward” suggestions on how to improve on the key areas targeted
for improvement. In responding, the person being coached should keep
the conversation positive, simple, and focused. When mistakes have been
made in the past, it is generally a good idea to apologize and ask for help
in changing in the future. I suggest that my clients listen to stakeholder
suggestions and not judge the suggestions.

6) Review what has been learned with clients and help them develop an action
plan. As was stated earlier, my clients have to agree to the basic steps in
our process. On the other hand, outside of the basic steps, all of the other
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ideas that I share with my clients are suggestions. I just ask them to listen
to my ideas in the same way they are listening to the ideas from their key
stakeholders. I then ask them to come back with a plan of what they want
to do. These plans need to come from them, not me. After reviewing
their plans, I almost always encourage them to live up to their own
commitments. I am much more of a facilitator than a judge. My job is to
help great, highly motivated, executives get better at what they believe is
most important – not to tell them what to change.

7) Develop an ongoing follow-up process. Ongoing follow-up should be very
efficient and focused. Questions like, “Based upon my behavior last month,
what ideas do you have for me next month?” can keep a focus on the future.
Within six months conduct a two-to-six item mini-survey with key stakeholders.
They should be asked whether the person has become more or less effective in
the areas targeted for improvement.

8) Review results and start again. If the person being coached has taken the process
seriously, stakeholders almost invariably report improvement. We then build on
that success by repeating the process for the next 12 to 18 months. This type of
follow-up will assure continued progress on initial goals and uncover additional
areas for improvement. Stakeholders almost always appreciate follow-up. No
one minds filling out a focused, two-to-six-item questionnaire if they see positive
results. The person being coached will benefit from ongoing, targeted steps to
improve performance.

9) End the formal coaching process when results have been achieved. Our goal is
not to create a dependency relationship between coach and client. While I
almost always keep in touch with my coaching ‘graduates’ for the rest of their
lives, we do not have an ongoing business relationship.

The Value of Behavioral Coaching for Executives

While behavioral coaching is only one branch in the coaching field, it is the most
widely used type of coaching. Most requests for coaching involve behavioral
change. While this process can be very meaningful and valuable for top
executives, it can be just as useful for high-potential future leaders. These are
the people who have great careers in front of them. Increasing effectiveness in
leading people can have an even greater impact if it is a 20-year process, instead
of a one-year program.

People often ask, “Can executives really change their behavior?” The answer is
definitely yes. If they didn’t change, we would never get paid (and we almost
always get paid). At the top of major organizations even a small positive change
in behavior can have a big impact. From an organizational perspective, the fact
that the executive is trying to change leadership behavior (and is being a role
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model for personal development) may be even more important than what the
executive is trying to change. One key message that I have given every CEO
that I coach is “To help others develop – start with yourself.”
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TEAM BUILDING WITHOUT 
TIME WASTING 

Marshall Goldsmith and Howard Morgan 

s major organizations have to learn to deal with increasingly rapid 
change, teams are becoming more and more important. As the 

traditional, hierarchical school of leadership diminishes in significance, a new 
focus on networked team leadership is emerging to take its place. Leaders are 
finding themselves members of all kinds of teams, including virtual teams, 
autonomous teams, cross-functional teams, and action-learning teams. 

Many of today’s leaders face a dilemma: as the need to build effective 
teams is increasing, the time available to build these teams is often decreasing. 
A common challenge faced by today’s leaders is the necessity of building 
teams in an environment of rapid change with limited resources. The process 
of re-engineering and streamlining, when coupled with increased demand for 
services, has led to a situation in which most leaders have more work to do 
and fewer staff members to help them do it. 

Research involving thousands of participants has shown how focused 
feedback and follow-up can increase leadership effectiveness – as judged by 
direct reports and co-workers (Goldsmith and Morgan 2004). A parallel ap-
proach to team building has been shown to help leaders build teamwork 
without wasting time. While the approach described sounds simple, it will not 
be easy. It will require each team member has have the courage to regularly 
ask for – and learn from – ongoing suggestions from fellow team members. 

To successfully implement the following team-building process, the leader 
(or external consultant) will need to assume the role of coach or facilitator and 
fight the urge to be the “boss” or “instructor”. Greater improvement in 
teamwork tends to occur when team members develop their own behavioral 
change strategies rather just executing a change strategy that has been 
imposed upon them by the “boss”.

A
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Steps in the Process 

Step One.   Begin by asking all members of the team to confidentially record 
their individual answers to two questions: (1) “On a 1 to 10 scale (with 10 
being ideal), how well are we doing in terms of working together as a team?” 
and (2) “On a 1 to 10 scale, how well do we need to be doing in terms of 
working together as a team?” 

Before beginning a team-building process, it is important to determine 
whether the team feels that team building is both important and needed. Some 
people may report to the same manager, but legitimately have little reason to 
work interactively as a team. Other groups may believe that teamwork is 
important, but feel that the team is already functioning smoothly and that a 
team-building activity would be a waste of time. 

Step Two. Have a team member calculate the results. Discuss the results 
with the team. If the team members believe that the gap between current 
effectiveness and needed effectiveness indicates the need for team building, 
proceed to the next step in the process. 

In the vast majority of cases team members believe that improved teamwork 
is both important and needed. Interviews involving members from several 
hundred teams (in multinational corporations) showed that the “average” 
team member believed that his or her team was currently functioning at a 5.8 
level of effectiveness but needed to be at an 8.7 level. 

Step Three. Ask the team members, “If every team member could change 
two key behaviors that would help us close the gap between where we are and
where we want to be, which two behaviors we all should try to change?” Have 
each team member record his or her selected behaviors on flip charts. 

Step Four.   Help team members prioritize all the behaviors on the charts 
(many will be the same or similar) and (using consensus) determine the most 
important behavior to change (for all team members). 

Step Five. Have each team member hold a one-on-one dialogue with all 
other team members. During the dialogues each member will request that his 
or her colleague suggest two areas for personal behavioral change (other than 
the one already agreed on above) that will help the team close the gap between 
where we are and where we want to be. 
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These dialogues occur simultaneously and take about five minutes each. For 
example, if there are seven team members, each team member will participate 
in six brief one-on-one dialogues. 

Step Six.   Let each team member review his or her list of suggested be-
havioral changes and choose the one that seems to be the most important. 
Have all team members then announce their one key behavior for personal 
change to the team. 

Step Seven. Encourage all team members to ask for brief (five-minute), 
monthly three question “suggestions for the future” from all other team 
members to help increase their effectiveness in demonstrating 1) the one key 
behavior common to all team members, 2) the one key personal behavior 
generated from team member input, and 3) overall effective behavior as a 
team member.

Step Eight. Conduct a mini-survey, follow-up process in approximately six 
months. From the mini-survey each team member will receive confidential 
feedback from all other team members on his or her perceived change in 
effectiveness. This survey will include the one common behavioral item, the 
one personal behavioral item, and the overall team member item. A final 
question can gage the level of follow-up – so that team members can see the 
connection between their level of follow-up and their increased effectiveness.
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This four question survey can either be electronically distributed 
electronically or ‘put on a postcard” and might look like the sample below.

Step Nine. Calculate the results for each individual (on all items) and 
calculate the summary results for all team members (on the common team 
items). Each team member can then receive a confidential summary report 
indicating the degree to which colleagues see his or her increased effectiveness 
in demonstrating the desired behaviors. Each member can also receive a 
summary report on the team’s progress on the items selected for all team 
members. 

Figure 1: Sample Mini-Survey 
Do you believe this person has become more (or less) effective in the past six months in regards to the 
following items? (Please circle the number that best matches your estimate of any change in 
effectiveness.) 

Less Effective No 
Perceptible 
Change 

More Effective No 
Change 
Needed 

Not
Enough 
Informa

tion

Team Item 

1. Clarifies roles and 
expectations with 
fellow team members 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 NCN NI

Individual Item 

2. Genuinely listens to 
others -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 NCN NI

General Item 

3. Is an effective team 
member -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 NCN NI

4. How frequently has this person followed up with you on the areas that he or she has been trying to 
improve? (Check one.) 

 ___ No Perceptible Follow-Up 

 ___ Little Follow-Up 

 ___ Some Follow-Up 

 ___ Frequent Follow-Up 

 ___ Consistent (Periodic) Follow-Up 

5. What can this individual do to become a more effective team member? 
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“Before and after” studies have clearly shown that if team members have 
regularly followed up with their colleagues they will almost invariably be seen 
as increasing their effectiveness in their selected individual “areas for 
improvement.” The group summary will also tend to show that (overall) team 
members will have increased in effectiveness on the common team items and 
overall team member behavior. The mini-survey summary report will give 
team members a chance to receive positive reinforcement for improvement 
(and to learn what has not improved) after a reasonably short period of time. 
The mini-survey will also help to validate the importance of “sticking with it” 
and “following up.” 

Step Ten. In a team meeting have each team member discuss key learning 
from their mini-survey results, and ask for further suggestions in a brief one-
on-one dialogue with each other team member. 

Step Eleven. Review the summary results with the team. Facilitate a 
discussion on how the team (as a whole) is doing in terms of increasing its 
effectiveness in the key behavior that was selected for all team members. 
Provide the team with positive recognition for increased effectiveness in 
teamwork. Encourage team members to keep focused on demonstrating the 
behaviors that they are trying to improve. 

Step Twelve.   Have every team member continue to conduct brief, monthly, 
“progress report” sessions with all other team members. Re-administer the 
mini-survey eight months after the beginning of the process and again after 
one year. 

Step Thirteen. Conduct a summary session with the team one year after the 
process has started. Review the results of the final mini-survey, and ask the 
team members to rate the team’s effectiveness on where we are versus where
we need to be in terms of working together as a team. Compare these ratings 
with the original ratings that were calculated one year earlier. (If team 
members followed the process in a reasonably disciplined fashion, the team 
will almost always see a dramatic improvement in teamwork.) Give the team 
positive recognition for improvement in teamwork, and have each team 
member (in a brief one-on-one dialogue) recognize each of his or her 
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colleagues for improvements in behavior that have occurred over the past 
twelve months. 

Step Fourteen.   Ask the team members if they believe that more work on 
team building will be needed in the upcoming year. If the team believes that 
more work would be beneficial, continue the process. If the team believes that 
more work is not needed, declare victory and work on something else! 

Why This Process Works 

The process described above works because it is highly focused, includes 
disciplined feedback and follow-up, does not waste time, and causes par-
ticipants to focus on self-improvement.

Most survey feedback processes ask respondents to complete too many items. 
In such surveys most of the items do not result in any behavioral change and 
participants feel they are wasting time. Participants almost never object to 
completing four-item mini-surveys that are specifically designed to fit each 
team member’s unique needs. The process also works because it provides 
ongoing feedback and reinforcement. Most survey processes provide 
participants with feedback every twelve to twenty-four months. Any research 
on behavioral change will show that feedback and reinforcement for new 
behavior needs to occur much more frequently than yearly or bi-yearly. A 
final reason that the process works is because it encourages participants to 
focus on self-improvement. Many team-building processes degenerate because 
team members are primarily focused on solving someone else’s problems. This 
process works because it encourages team members to focus primarily on 
solving their own problems!

Let us close with a challenge to you (the reader) as a team leader. Try it! The 
“downside” is very low. The process takes little time and the first mini-survey 
will quickly show whether progress is being made. The “upside” can be very 
high. As effective teamwork becomes more and more important, the brief 
amount of time that you invest in this process may produce a great return for 
your team and an even greater return for you organization. 

Marshall Goldsmith is an executive educator, coach and million-selling author 
of numerous books – including the New York Times bestsellers, MOJO and
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What Got You Here Won’t Get You There, the Harold Longman Award 
winner for Business Book of the Year. 

The article was modified in January 2012.  The original version was 
published in: 

Coaching for Leadership: How the World's Greatest Coaches Help 
Leaders Learn, edited by: Marshall Goldsmith, Laurence Lyons, 
Alyssa Freas, 2000, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, pp. 103-109.
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The great majority of people tend to focus downward. they are occupied 
with efforts rather than results. They worry over what the organisation 
and their superiors ‘owe’ them and should do for them. and they are 
conscious above all of the authority they ‘should have’. as a result, they 

render themselves ineffectual.” – Peter Drucker

peter drucker has written extensively about the impact of the ‘knowledge 
worker’ in modern organisations. Knowledge workers can be defined as people who 
know more about what they are doing than their managers do. many knowledge 
workers have years of education and experience in training for their positions, yet 
they have almost no training in how to effectively influence decision makers.  

the eleven guidelines listed below are intended to help you do a better job 
of influencing decision makers. In some cases, these decision makers may be 
immediate or upper managers – in other cases they may be peers or cross-
organisational colleagues. I hope that you find these suggestions to be useful in 
helping you convert your good ideas into meaningful action.

Every decision that impacts our lives will be made by the person who has the power 
to make that decision – not the ‘right’ person, or the ‘smartest’ person, or the ‘best’ 
person. Make peace with this fact.

as simple and obvious as this statement may seem, i am amazed at how few 
(otherwise intelligent) people ever ‘get’ this point. When your child comes home 
from school and complains, “it’s not fair! the teacher gave me a ‘C’ and i really 
deserved an ‘a’!”, we, as parents, should say, “Welcome to the real world, kid! in 
life, you have to accept the fact that decision-makers make decisions – and that 
you are not always the decision maker.” once we make peace with the fact that the 
people who have the power to make the decisions always make the decisions, we 
become more effective in influencing others. 

When presenting ideas to decision makers, realise that it is your responsibility to 
sell – not their responsibility to buy.

In many ways, influencing ultimate decision makers is similar to selling products 
or services to external customers. they don’t have to buy – you have to sell! While 
the importance of taking responsibility may seem obvious in external sales, an 
amazing number of people in large corporations spend countless hours ‘blaming’ 
management for not buying their ideas. former harvard professor Chris argyris 
pointed out how “upward feedback” often turns into “upward buck-passing”. We can 
become “disempowered” when we focus on what others have done to make things 
wrong and not what we can do to make things right.  

To put your 

knowledge 

to the best 

use possible, 

it is critical 

that you win 

over the key 

decision 

makers 

in your 

organsation.  

Dr. Marshall 

Goldsmith 

shares some 

useful pointers 

on how you 

can master 

the art of 

convincing 

the right 

people for the 

right reasonsMakers
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The effective influencer needs to be a good 
teacher. good teachers realize the communicating 
knowledge is often a greater challenge than 
possessing knowledge.

Focus on contribution to the larger good – and 
the needs of the decision maker – not just the 
achievement of your objectives.

An effective salesperson would never say to a 
customer, “you need to buy this product, because if 
you don’t, I won’t achieve my objectives!” Effective 
salespeople relate to the needs of the buyers, 
not to their own needs. in the same way, when 
influencing decision makers, focus on the impact of 
your suggestion on the overall corporation. don’t 
assume that executives can automatically “make the 
connection” between the benefit to your unit and the 
benefit to the larger corporation.

Strive to win the ‘big battles’ – don’t waste your energy 
and ‘psychological capital’ on trivial points.

do a thorough analysis of ideas before ‘challenging 
the system’. don’t waste time on issues that will only 
have a negligible impact on results. focus on issues 
that will make a real difference. Be especially sensitive 
to the need to win trivial non-business arguments on 
things like restaurants, sports teams, or cars. you 
are paid to do what makes a difference and to win on 
important issues, not to win arguments on the relative 
quality of athletic teams.

Present a realistic ‘cost-benefit’ analysis of your ideas 
– don’t just sell benefits.

Every organisation has limited resources, time 
and energy. the acceptance of your idea may well 
mean the rejection of another idea that someone else 
believes is wonderful. be prepared to have a realistic 
discussion of the costs of your idea. acknowledge the 
fact that something else may have to be sacrificed in 
order to have your idea implemented. by getting ready 
for a realistic discussion of costs, you can ‘prepare for 
objections’ to your idea before they occur. 

‘Challenge up’ on issues involving ethics or integrity – 
never remain silent on ethics violations.

Enron, WorldCom and other organisations have 
dramatically pointed out how ethics violations can 
destroy even the most valuable companies. the best 
of corporations can be severely damaged by only one 
violation of corporate integrity. hopefully, you will 

“Every organisation 

has limited 

resources, time 

and energy. The 

acceptance of your 

idea may well 

mean the rejection 

of another idea.” 
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never be asked to do anything by the management 
of your corporation that represents a violation of 
corporate ethics. if you are, refuse to do it and 
immediately let upper management know of 
your concerns. 

When challenging up, try not to assume that 
management has intentionally requested you to 
do something wrong. in some cases, a seemingly 
inappropriate request may merely be the result of a 
misunderstandings or poor communication. try to 
present your case in a manner that is intended to be 
helpful, not judgmental. 

Realise that powerful people are just as ‘human’ as 
you are – don’t say, “I am amazed that someone at 
this level…”

it is realistic to expect decision makers to be 
competent; it is unrealistic to expect them to be 
anything other than normal humans. how many times 
have we thought, “i would assume someone at this 
level…” followed by “should know what is happening”, 
“should be more logical”, “wouldn’t make that kind of 
mistake”, or “would never engage in such inappropriate 
behaviour”? Even the best of leaders are human. We all 
make mistakes. When your managers make mistakes, 

focus more on helping them than judging them.  

Treat decision makers with the same courtesy that you 
would treat customers – don’t be disrespectful.

While it is important to avoid ‘kissing up’ to 
decision makers, it is just as important to avoid the 
opposite reaction. a surprising number of middle 
managers spend hours ‘trashing’ the company and its 
or other co-workers. 

before speaking it is generally good to ask four 
questions:

• Will this comment help our company?

• Will this comment help our customers?

• Will this comment help the person that I am  
talking to?

• Will this comment help the person that I am  
talking about?

if the answers are no, no, no, and no – don’t say 
it! There is a big difference between total honesty and 
dysfunctional disclosure. 

Support the final decision of the organisation – don’t 
say, “They made me tell you” to direct reports.

Assuming that the final decision of the organisation 

“Make a positive 

difference – don’t 

just try to ‘win’ or 

‘be right’.”
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is not immoral, illegal or unethical – go out and try 
to make it work! managers who consistently say, 
“they told me to tell you” to co-workers are seen as 
‘messengers’ not leaders. by demonstrating our lack of 
commitment to the final decision we may sabotage the 
chances for effective execution.

A simple guideline for communicating difficult 
decisions is to ask, “how would i want someone to 
communicate to their people if they were passing down 
my final decision and they disagreed with me?” Treat 
decision makers in the same way that you would want 
to be treated if the roles were reversed. 

Make a positive difference – don’t just try to ‘win’ or 
‘be right’.

We can easily become more focused on what 
others are doing wrong, than how we can make things 
better. An important guideline in influencing up is 
to always remember your goal – make a positive 
difference for the organisation. 

When i was interviewed in the harvard business 
review, i was asked, “What is the most common ‘area 
for improvement’ for the executives that you meet?” 
my answer was, “Winning too much.” focus on making 
a difference. The more other people can ‘be right’ or 
‘win’ with your idea, the more likely your idea is to be 
successfully executed.  

Focus on the future – ‘let go’ of the past.

one of the most important behaviours to avoid 
is ‘whining’ about the past. have you ever managed 
someone who incessantly whined about how bad things 
are? When people consistently whine, they inhibit any 
change they may have for impacting the future.  

successful people love getting ideas aimed at 
helping them achieve their goals for the future. 
they dislike being ‘proven wrong’ because of their 
mistakes in the past. by focusing on the future, you 
can concentrate on what can be achieved tomorrow, 
as opposed to what was not achieved yesterday. this 
future orientation may dramatically increase your odds 
of effectively influencing decision makers.

in summary, think of the years that you have spent 
‘perfecting your craft’. think of all of the knowledge 
that you have accumulated. think about how your 
knowledge can potentially benefit your organisation. 
how much energy have you invested in acquiring all of 
this knowledge? how much energy have you invested 
in learning to present this knowledge to decision 
makers – so that you can make a real difference? My 
hope is that by making a small investment in learning 
to influence decision makers, you can make a large, 
positive difference for the future of your organisation.

“By focusing on 

the future, you can 

concentrate on what 

can be achieved 

tomorrow, as opposed 

to what was not 

achieved yesterday.” 
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50

Goals 
• Become more mindful – without having to go to a 

seminar on mindfulness.
• Better keep focus and avoid distraction.
• Discuss why people need more structure in a time of 

crisis – and interpersonal communication is even more 
important.

• Learn how to use ‘Six Question Coaching’ to lead 
others.

• Understand the importance of empathy:
– The four types of empathy.
– When it helps you become the person you want to be – and 

when it does not help you.
– How to demonstrate authentic empathy, without experiencing 

burnout.

Leading in a Time of Crisis – 
Maintaining Your Own Focus, 
Effectively Leading Others and 

Demonstrating Positive Empathy
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Leading in a time of crisis

• Pragmatic optimism
• Facing hard realities
• Letting go of the past
• Develop a clear strategy
• Do your best
• Not becoming ego-attached to results
• The parable of the golfer
• ‘Hit the shot in front of you’

Achieving mindfulness

Am I being
the person that I want to be

right now?
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‘Letting go’ of what
you are not going to change

Am I willing
at this time

to make the investment 
required

to make a positive difference
on this topic?

Making peace
with tough decisions

• Did I do what I thought was 
right?

• Did I do my best?
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Empathy

The ability to:
understand, feel, care about 

and act upon 
other people’s thoughts 

and emotions

Six questions for alignment

• Where are we going?
• Where are you going?
• Doing well?
• Suggestions for the future?
• How can I help?
• Suggestions for me?

MUTUAL RESPONSIBILITY
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The four faces
 of empathy

•  Understanding
•  Feeling
•  Caring
•  Acting

Mirror neurons

• How our mirroring reaction can be 
unconscious

• Learning from advertisers
• ‘Everyone is a billboard’
• Going back to mindfulness
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Demonstrating authentic, 
positive empathy

• Be in the present
• Focus on the needs of the other 

person
• Learn from a Broadway star

Functional vs. dysfunctional
empathy

•  Understanding
•  Feeling
•  Caring
•  Acting
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Insights
The Six-Question Process

The Six-Question process for coaching is an approach that I have seen
work consistently well with senior executives. This process has produced
measurable change in effectiveness (as evaluated by direct reports) with
five CEOs that I have personally coached.

By: Marshall Goldsmith

Helping Executives Become Better Coaches

Executives and Coaching:
Fears and Realities

In my work with senior leaders, I have found that one of the most common
complaints of direct reports is that their executives do a poor job of providing
coaching. This perception has been validated in reviewing the 360 degree
feedback scores for executives in 30 major corporations. The item "provides
effective coaching when needed" consistently scores in the "bottom 10" of all
items when direct reports evaluate their executives.

There are several reasons why executives tend to do a poor job of coaching. One
reason is that executives manage knowledge workers. Peter Drucker's definition
of a knowledge worker is "someone who knows more about what they are doing
than their boss does". One CEO that I coached was surprised that his direct
reports wanted any coaching from him. He asked, "How can I be expected to
coach them, when they already know ten times more about what they are doing
than I do?"

At the executive level, few direct reports want detailed instructions on how to do
their work. What they do want is ongoing communication with their executives
concerning the "big picture" - how their work is making a difference and
suggestions on how they can improve.

A second reason that executives tend to avoid coaching is that they are busy. If
executives view coaching as a complex and time-consuming process, they won't
do it! Their direct reports are usually as busy as they are. Executives are
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justifiably sensitive about how they spend their time and the time of their
colleagues.

Fortunately direct reports (at the executive level) seldom want or need coaching
to be a time-consuming process. They tend to prefer regular "reality checks" to
make sure that they are heading in the right direction. Frequency of interaction
is often more important than duration of interaction. They also want to have the
freedom to ask for help or clarification when they need it.

A third reason that executives avoid coaching is that they are afraid of
alienating their direct reports. In general, the higher people rank in the
organizational hierarchy, the more expensive they are to replace. In many cases,
executives manage people who are financially independent and can find another
job if they are dissatisfied. The organization needs not only the knowledge of
these people; it needs their commitment. Alienating people near "the top" can
be a very expensive mistake. This fear of alienation is not totally unjustified. A
review of research on successful people indicates that they tend to over-rate
their own performance (relative to their peers) and that they tend to resist
feedback that is inconsistent with their overly-positive self-image.

The "good news" is that while successful people tend to resist negative feedback
about the past, they almost always respond well to positive suggestions for the
future. By focusing on the future, executives can help direct reports be "right"
tomorrow, as opposed to proving they were "wrong" yesterday. Effective
coaches can generally cover what they need to say by focusing on the future (as
opposed to dwelling on the past). Executives who use the Six-Question process
almost always get dramatically higher scores from direct reports (one year later)
on the item, "Provides development feedback in a timely manner." Interestingly
enough, this approach does not focus on feedback; it concentrates on
suggestions!

The Six-Question Process

The Six-Question process for coaching is an approach that I have seen work
consistently well with executives. This process has produced measurable change
in effectiveness (as evaluated by direct reports) with five CEOs that I have
personally coached. These CEOs were in totally different industries and worked
with very different types of people. One CEO went from an 8 percentile to a 98
percentile score on ‘provides effective coaching’ (in four years) doing nothing
more than this process. Even better, he found that he actually spent less time
with his direct reports the year he was rated a "98" than the year he was rated
an "8"! This process has also been shown to produce positive results in the
summary 360 degree feedback reports from executive teams.

In using the Six Question process, it is generally recommended that the
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executive have a one-on-one dialogue with each direct report approximately
once each quarter. In most cases the initial dialogues may take more time, but
the process generally lasts about 30 minutes after the first couple of sessions.
The "rules" of the process are very simple. Both parties are asked to: 1) make
each question a dialogue, not a dictate, 2) focus on the future, not the past and 3)
listen to the other person's ideas, implement what they can and not try to
"prove" the other person is wrong.

1. Where are we going?

The first question deals with the "big picture". The executive outlines where the
larger organization is going in terms of vision, goals and priorities. The
executive then asks the direct reports where they think the larger organization
should be going. By involving direct reports in this ongoing dialogue, executives
can build alignment and commitment to the larger organizational vision.

It is important to note that the Six-Question approach does not assume that the
executive will agree with every direct report on every issue. This will not (and
should not) be the case. Leadership is not a "popularity contest". Sometimes
direct reports (like all humans) may have bad ideas. In some cases the executive
may choose to say, "In this case, I disagree." It is important that executives
focus on understanding disagreements and respecting differences of opinion. It
is also important that executives need to only "win the big ones" and that they
can "let go" on minor issues that may be more important to their direct reports
than to them.

2. Where are you going?

Question two deals with the direct reports' vision, goals and priorities for their
part of the organization. Direct reports discuss where their part of the
organization is going. Executives give their view on where they think this part of
the organization should be going. By the end of this discussion two types of
alignment should have been achieved: 1) the vision, goals and priorities of the
direct reports' parts of the organization should be aligned with the executives'
vision of the larger organization and 2) the individual goals and priorities of
executives and direct reports should be aligned.

3. What is going well?

One key element of effective coaching is providing positive recognition for
achievement. Executives begin this part of the dialogue with an assessment of
what the direct reports and their organizations are doing well. Then executives
ask their direct reports a question that is seldom asked, "What do you think
that you and your part of the organization are doing well?" By asking this
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question executives may learn about "good news" that may have otherwise been
missed.

In the past five years, I have asked hundreds of executives the question, "Do
you feel as busy or busier today than your have felt in your entire life?" About
80% of the executives that I have asked have said yes. A major reason that
executives fail to give deserved recognition to direct reports is not maliciousness;
it is ignorance. Many executives are so busy that they don't know all the good
things that the people who report to them are doing. Direct reports may feel
under-appreciated because executives don't recognize their achievements. In
many cases, the executives would recognize these achievements if they only
understood what they were! By asking, "What are you doing well?" executives
have a great opportunity to understand positive aspects of performance that
they could have otherwise missed. This process has been shown to consistently
improve direct reports' feedback on the item, "Provides positive recognition for
achievement."

4. What are key suggestions for improvement?

Executives begin this part of the dialogue by giving direct reports constructive
suggestions for the future. These suggestions should be limited to key
"opportunities for improvement". The average human cannot remember eight
unrelated words on a piece of paper! Giving too many suggestions is almost as
bad as giving none. Direct reports should listen to the suggestions with a focus
on understanding, not judging what is being said. Executives should come
across as "trying to help" not "playing God".

Next, executives should ask another (seldom-asked) great coaching question, "If
you were your own coach, what suggestions would you have for yourself?" By
listening to their direct reports, executives may learn that their original
coaching suggestions need to be modified. Executives may end up saying, "Now
that I have heard your ideas, let me change my suggestions. I think the areas
that you are discussing are more important than the ones that I mentioned."

One of my executive clients was amazed at the quality of ideas he heard when he
asked his direct reports the question, “If you were your own coach, what
suggestions would you have for yourself?” He noted that in most cases their
ideas on what they should be changing were more important than his ideas!

5. How can I help?

As you have gathered from this article, a key to effective coaching is asking the
right questions. One of the greatest coaching questions an executive can ask is,
"How can I help?" Executives can begin by listening to their direct reports'
suggestions on how they can become more helpful. They can also participate in
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the dialogue by suggesting approaches and then asking, "Do you feel this
approach will help you become more effective?"

In some cases executives who receive poor feedback as coaches attack the
problem by simply spending more time coaching. This can do more harm than
good. The key to improvement is not to do more coaching. The key is to provide
coaching to the right people on the right topics. In some cases less coaching in
some areas may be what is needed! By asking for input from direct reports
executives can make the most effective use of their own very limited time.

6. What suggestions do you have for me?

Extensive research on the impact of direct report feedback and follow-up on
leadership effectiveness has shown a clear, undeniable pattern. Leaders that ask
for suggestions from their direct reports - focus on improving 1-2 key behaviors
- and follow-up on a consistent basis - are almost always seen as dramatically
increasing in leadership effectiveness. By asking, "What suggestions do you
have for me?" executives change the dynamics of the coaching process.
Traditional coaching is sometimes thought of as a one-way monologue that
focuses on, "Let me tell you what you can do to improve." The Six-Question
approach creates a two-way dialogue that focuses on, "Let's try to help each
other." Direct reports are much more willing to be coached by executives, if the
executives are willing to be coached by them!

In-Between Coaching Sessions

Executives should not limit their coaching interactions to quarterly Six-
Question sessions. At the end of each session executives should say, "I am going
to take the responsibility to make sure that I have a dialogue with you at least
once each quarter. I am going to take the responsibility to cover what I think is
most important and to get your suggestions on what you think is most
important. I would like you to take the responsibility to contact me at any time
you have a need for my help. I cannot promise I will be able to schedule this
immediately. I can promise I will make your request a top priority. If I take the
responsibility for our quarterly dialogues and you take the responsibility for
any ongoing issues, there is no reason that our coaching relationship should not
be very productive."

A key to effective two-way coaching is mutual responsibility. The organizational
survey in one of my "Fortune 100" clients pointed out an interesting dilemma.
Direct reports criticized their executives for not providing help when it was
needed. Executives said that direct reports never asked for help! If the direct
reports take the responsibility to ask for coaching (when needed) and the
executives take the responsibility to be responsive and helpful, there is a high
probability that the entire process will work.
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Summary

In summary, the Six-Question Process for feedback and coaching is a practical
tool that executives can use to become more effective coaches. The six questions
are merely meant as broad guidelines. In some cases a Five-Question or Seven-
Question approach may be better suited to a particular situation. Executives
should be flexible in tailoring this process to fit their unique situations. The key
to success is for both executives and direct report to cover the most important
topics on a regular basis and to be available to each other for special situations.
From my experience few direct reports need or want more coaching than this.

The CEO mentioned earlier (who went from "worst to first" as a coach) made
an interesting observation. He said, "Before this process, I thought that I was
giving my direct reports what they needed. Unfortunately, my direct reports
could not tell the difference between coaching and a social conversation. They
were not differentiating between important feedback and 'chit-chat'. If I said,
'You are doing a great job' they didn't know if I was serious or just 'being nice'.
This process has given me a simple discipline to give them what they need (and
give me what I need) in a way that respects my time and theirs." This is the end
result of effective coaching!

Marshall Goldsmith is the New York Times bestselling author of
MOJO and What Got You Here Won't Get You There - the Harold
Longman Award winner for Business Book of the Year. Almost all of
his articles and videos are available online at
www.MarshallGoldsmithLibrary.com.
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Do You Want to Be Mindful?

Ask Yourself One Simple Question

I have been a philosophical Buddhist for almost 50 years. In my
journey through life, I have read about 400 books on Buddhism.

A key component of Buddhist philosophy is mindfulness. The concept
of mindfulness is quite in vogue today. Even major corporations
(which previously would have considered this topic as being too ‘out
there’) are conducting seminars on mindfulness. In looking up
‘mindfulness seminars 2020’ on Google, I found countless programs
ranging from a day to eight weeks in duration.

My great friend, Dr. Carol Kauffman, is the Founder of the Institute
for Coaching at Harvard Medical School. She was recently
recognized by Thinkers50 as one of the Most Influential Coaches in
the World.

Carol has taught me to repeatedly ask myself a simple question. This
question is the most useful tool for increasing mindfulness that I have
ever tried.

Am I being the person that I want to be right now?
To me, this question is the perfect summary of what it takes to be
mindful.

Nobel Prize winning behavioral economist, Daniel Kahneman, has a
profound saying that he repeats in his bestselling book, Thinking, Fast
and Slow, “What I see is all there is.”

As Dr. Kahneman says, our lives tend to be determined by what we
keep in front of us. In today’s frenetic world, it is hard to keep
focused on anything. If we do not ‘keep it in front of us’, it just gets
lost!

Garry Ridge, the CEO of WD-40, is one of the greatest leaders I have
ever met. One of his secrets of success is to keep whatever he wants to
accomplish IN LARGE LETTERS in front of him and visible. Garry
practices this every day of his life. One reason he has such an
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amazing track record of success as a CEO is that he keeps reminding
himself of what really matters.

If you want to be mindful, keep a large poster at work and home that
asks, “Am I being the person that I want to be right now?”

My CEO clients often attend multiple meetings in a day. It can be so
hard to remain mindful. The presentations start to blur together. In
most cases they have been thoroughly debriefed on the material in
advance and know exactly what the presenters are going to say.

Despite their frenetic schedules, CEOs need to show interest and
respect in every interaction. They care about their employees and
want to transmit this caring through their verbal and non-verbal
communication.

Why is mindfulness so important?

The presenters may be younger people who are many levels below the
CEO in the organizational hierarchy. While to the CEO, this may be
one of many presentations that day, to the presenters this may be one
of the most important moments in their lives. If the CEO is not being
mindful and truly present, the presenter may well feel crushed and
deflated. If this happens, the outcome of the interaction may be the
exact opposite of the intent of the CEO.

Mindfulness is even more important at home than at work. Almost
all of us, as professionals, have difficult days at work. It is hard not to
carry our stress home with us when we are with our families. As
parents or partners, we want to be loving and kind. We need to be
interested and focused on our conversations with our family members.

Why is this so important?

Just like our co-workers, our loved ones believe that our true values
are not demonstrated by our words – what we say, they are
demonstrated by our behavior -what we do.

In my Stakeholder Centered Coaching process, I am often asked to
interview the children of my clients. In one memorable case, both
daughters I interviewed commented that their father made a big deal
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of having dinner together as a family – and then proceeded to read his
smart phone during the meal. In this case the outcome of his
interaction was exactly the opposite of his intent.

My client still considers this feedback one of the most meaningful
moments of his life. More important than becoming a better CEO, he
learned to put away his smart phone and became a better Dad.

Wherever you go, keep this great question in front of you:

AM I BEING THE PERSON THAT I WANT TO BE RIGHT
NOW?
When you feel that you are not being mindful at work, or even more
important, not being mindful at home, keep asking yourself this
question.

In my life, I feel very blessed. The people that I coach are good people
with good values. Their challenge is almost never their intent, it is
almost always their behavior.

My guess is that you are a good person with good values.

Almost all of us, including me, face the same challenge. Our challenge
is not understanding the practice of mindfulness, it is practicing our
understanding of mindfulness. Mindfulness is easy to understand. It
is hard to do.

When do I stop being mindful? When I forget!

When do I start being mindful? When I remember to ask myself this
question.

When asked who he was, Buddha replied, “I am awake.”

As Carol so eloquently points out, continually asking ourselves this
one simple question can wake us up and help us become the person
that we want to be.
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I’ve taken the position that  
there is no harder task for adults 
than changing our behavior. 
We are geniuses at coming up with reasons to avoid change. We make excuses. We rationalize.  

We harbor beliefs that trigger all manner of denial and resistance. As a result, we continually  

fail at becoming the person we want to be.

One of our greatest instances of denial involves our relationship with our environment. We  

willfully ignore how profoundly the environment influences our behavior. In fact, the environment 

is a relentless triggering mechanism that, in an instant, can change us from saint to sinner,  

optimist to pessimist, model citizen to jerk—and make us lose sight of who we’re trying to be.

When we experience “road rage” on a crowded freeway, it’s not because we’re sociopathic  

monsters. It’s because the temporary condition of being behind the wheel in a car, surrounded by 

rude impatient drivers, triggers a change in our otherwise placid demeanor. We’ve unwittingly 

placed ourselves in an environment of impatience, competitiveness, and hostility—and it alters us.

  |  130.01 ChangeThis

A I WAT T 
                                             and the Empty Boat

Marshall Goldsmith 
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Moreover, we have a bifurcated response to the environment in which we display two discrete 

personas I call “planner” and “doer.” The planner who wakes up in the morning with clear plans 

for the day is not the same person later in the day who has to execute those plans. None of  

us wake up planning to be angry on the road to work or rude to the waiter at dinner, and these 

negative emotions and reactions take us away from our better intentions, our best selves, and  

our best-laid plans, which makes us less productive in both extremely practical every-day ways, 

but also, fundamentally as human beings. 

Basic tools such as anticipating, avoiding, and adjusting to risky environments are a good place 

to start correcting this conflict between planner and doer in us. But they are Band-Aid solutions 

to immediate challenges; they don’t alter our behavior permanently. One way to do that is to  

ask important, actionable questions continuously—in our lives in general, or about our immediate 

goals more specifically and what we’re doing to accomplish them. 

We are geniuses at coming up with reasons to avoid change. 
We make excuses. We rationalize. We harbor beliefs that  
trigger all manner of denial and resistance. As a result, we 
continually fail at becoming the person we want to be.

“ 
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When we take highly vocal umbrage at disappointing food in a restaurant by abusing a friendly 

waiter and making nasty comments to the maître d’—neither of whom cooked the food—it’s  

not because we regularly display the noblesse oblige of Louis XIV. Our behavior is an aberration, 

triggered by a restaurant environment where we believe that paying handsomely for a meal 

entitles us to royal treatment. In an environment of entitlement, we behave accordingly. Outside 

the restaurant we resume our lives as model citizens—patient, polite, not entitled.

The good news is that the environment is not conducting a cloak-and-dagger operation. It’s out  

in the open, providing constant feedback to us. We’re often too distracted to hear what the 

environment is telling us. But in those moments when we’re dialed in and paying attention, the 

seemingly covert triggers that shape our behavior become apparent.

The not-so-good news is that it’s hard to stay alert as we move from one environment to another. 

Our circumstances change from minute to minute, hour to hour—and we can’t always summon 

the ability or motivation to manage each situation as we would like. We mess up. We take one 

step forward, two steps back.
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It’s a question that pops into my head so often each day that I’ve turned the first five words into 

an acronym, AIWATT (it rhymes with “say what”). Like the physician’s principle, “First, do no harm,” 

it doesn’t require you to do anything, merely avoid doing something foolish.

The question is a mash-up of two bits of guidance I’ve valued over the years, one part Buddhist 

insight, the other part common sense from the late Peter Drucker.

It’s Always an Empty Boat
The Buddhist wisdom is contained in the Parable of the Empty Boat:

A young farmer was covered with sweat as he paddled his boat up the river. He 
was going upstream to deliver his produce to the village. It was a hot day, and  
he wanted to make his delivery and get home before dark. As he looked ahead, 
he spied another vessel, heading rapidly downstream toward his boat. He rowed  
furiously to get out of the way, but it didn’t seem to help.

He shouted, “Change direction! You are going to hit me!” To no avail. The vessel hit 
his boat with a violent thud. He cried out, “You idiot! How could you manage to  
hit my boat in the middle of this wide river?” As he glared into the boat, seeking 

  |  130.01 ChangeThis

One of the most powerful tools to do this every day, in every moment, to actually be the person 

you want to be instead of an environment-induced aberration, is with a simple acronym… 

AIWATT
Every endeavor comes with beginning principles that dramatically improve our chances of  

succeeding at that endeavor. The first principle of carpentry is “Measure twice, cut once.”  

In sailing it’s “Know where the wind is coming from.” In women’s fashion it’s “Buy a little  

black dress.” 

I have a first principle for becoming the person you want to be. Follow it and it will dramatically 

shrink your daily volume of stress, conflict, unpleasant debate, and wasted time. It is phrased  

in the form of a question you should be asking yourself in any situation where you must choose 

to either engage or “let it go.”

Am I willing, at this time, to make the investment required to make a positive difference  
on this topic?
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The aggressive driver who tailgated you for miles on the way to work today? He does that every 

day on any road. That’s how he rolls. Empty car.

The bank officer who turned down your small business loan application because of a typo on  

the form? He sees a form, not you. Empty suit.

The checkout woman at the supermarket who neglected to pack the small tin of gourmet  

anchovies you need for tonight’s dinner party, so you have to drive back to the market  

to pick up what you paid for? She’s been scanning and packing items all day. A three-ounce tin  

is easy to miss. She didn’t do it intentionally, certainly not to you. Another empty vessel.

I like to make this point in leadership classes with a simple exercise. I’ll ask a random audience 

member to think of one person who makes him or her feel bad, angry, or crazy. “Can you  

envision that person?” I ask.

A nod, a disgusted face, and then, “Yes.”

“How much sleep is that person losing over you tonight?” I ask.

“None.”

“Who is being punished here? Who is doing the punishing?” I ask.
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out the individual responsible for the accident, he realized no one was there. He 
had been screaming at an empty boat that had broken free of its moorings and 
was floating downstream with the current.

We behave one way when we believe that there is another person at the helm. We can blame  

that stupid, uncaring person for our misfortune. This blaming permits us to get angry, act out, 

assign blame, and play the victim.

We behave more calmly when we learn that it’s an empty boat. With no available scapegoat,  

we can’t get upset. We make peace with the fact that our misfortune was the result of fate  

or bad luck. We may even laugh at the absurdity of a random unmanned boat finding a way  

to collide with us in a vast body of water.

The moral: There’s never anyone in the other boat. We are always screaming at an empty vessel. 

An empty boat isn’t targeting us. And neither are all the people creating the sour notes in  

the soundtrack of our day. 

The colleague who always interrupts you in meetings? He thinks he’s smarter than everyone,  

not just you. Empty boat. 
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Creating False Positives
The common sense comes from Peter Drucker, who said, “Our mission in life should be to make  

a positive difference, not to prove how smart or right we are.” The advice sounds anodyne and 

obvious. Given the choice, who wouldn’t opt to make a “positive difference”?

But Drucker is highlighting two notions that we have trouble holding in our heads simultaneously. 

When we have the opportunity to demonstrate our brainpower, we’re rarely thinking about a 

positive result for the other people in the room. We’re actually issuing what I like to call “false 

positives”—making statements to upgrade ourselves, often at the expense of others—and  

they appear in many forms:

There’s pedantry. A subordinate makes a grammatical error in a presentation—using who instead 

of whom—and you correct him. Smart, perhaps (if the objective is punctilious grammar), but 

hardly a contribution that improves the room’s vibe or how the subordinate feels.

There’s “I told you so.” You tell your wife the two of you need to leave the house at least sixty 

minutes in advance to make an eight o’clock Broadway show. She delays, you arrive late, and miss 

the first scene. You turn petulant, needle her for ruining your night, remind her that you said 
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The answer inevitably is “Me and me.”

I end the exercise with a simple reminder that getting mad at people for being who they are 

makes as much sense as getting mad at a chair for being a chair. The chair cannot help but be  

a chair, and neither can most of the people we encounter. If there’s a person who drives you  

crazy, you don’t have to like, agree with, or respect him, just accept him for being who he is.

Don Corleone, the Godfather, must have been a closet Buddhist when he said, “It’s not personal. 

It’s business.” He knew that people disappoint us or disagree with us when it’s in their best 

interest to do so, not because they want to cause us pain. It’s the same with all the people who 

annoy or enrage us. They’re doing it because that’s who they are, not because of who we are.

We behave one way when we believe that there is another  
person at the helm. We can blame that stupid, uncaring  
person for our misfortune. This blaming permits us to get angry, 
act out, assign blame, and play the victim. We behave more  
calmly when we learn that it’s an empty boat.

“ 
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These are just four random examples of what we do all day. From wake-up to bedtime, when 

we’re in contact with another human being, we face the option of being helpful, hurtful, or  

neutral. If we’re not paying attention we often choose hurtful, largely to prove we’re smarter, 

better, more right than the “other guy.”

I’ve come to regard the “empty boat” parable and Peter Drucker’s positivity advice as comple-

mentary insights. The Buddhism is inward-facing; it’s about maintaining our sanity in the  

presence of others. The Drucker is outward-facing; it’s about confining our contributions to  

the positive.

 From wake-up to bedtime, when we’re in contact  
with another human being, we face the option of  
being helpful, hurtful, or neutral. If we’re not paying  
attention we often choose hurtful, largely to prove  
we’re smarter, better, more right than the “other guy.”

“ 
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sixty minutes. You’re right, of course—and proceed to ruin her night in proportion to how much 

she ruined yours.

There’s the moral superiority you assert when you tell a friend or loved one that she shouldn’t 

smoke, that he doesn’t need another beer, or that you would have taken a faster route  

home. How often do these alleged attempts to help elicit a genuine thank-you from the object  

of your attention?

There’s complaining about your managers, your colleagues, your rivals, your customers. (The 

average American worker spends fifteen hours a month complaining about his or her superiors.) 

When you complain, you’re disagreeing with what someone else decided, planned, or did.  

By definition, you’re being disagreeable—and adding the implication that you would have done 

better. It’s rarely a positive contribution, especially so if you do it behind people’s backs rather 

than to their faces.

This is profoundly counterproductive behavior that achieves the opposite of its intended effect. 

We don’t instruct when we correct someone in public for a small error, or heal a sore wound  

with “I told you so,” or cure people’s bad habits by suggesting they should be more like us, or 

improve our superiors by complaining about them to others.
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To make the investment required reminds us that responding to others is work, an expenditure  

of time, energy, and opportunity. And, like any investment, our resources are finite. We are 

asking, “Is this really the best use of my time?”

To make a positive difference places the emphasis on the kinder, gentler side of our nature.  

It’s a reminder that we can either help create a better us or a better world. If we’re not accom-

plishing one or the other, why are we getting involved?

On this topic focuses us on the matter at hand. We can’t solve every problem. The time we spend 

on topics where we can’t make a positive difference is stolen from topics where we can.

The circumstances for deploying AIWATT are not limited to those moments when we must  

choose to be nice or not (although I can’t overestimate the importance of being nice).  

The question matters in the seemingly small moments that can shape our reputation and make  

or break our relationships. 

They also shape our day-to-day productivity, and that brings us back to our “planner” and “doer” 

dichotomy. The triggers that distract, disengage, or enrage us in our daily environments,  

whether it’s an impatient driver behind you on the road to work, an unpleasant coworker once 

you arrive, or an unexpected request in an email, can derail our day. So we have to ask… 
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When we lash out or belittle others—that is, fail to make a positive contribution to a situation—

we’re not aware that we’re being counterproductive. Nor is it our intention to be cruel, as if  

we have chosen to speak our minds and “Damn the consequences!” Consequences don’t enter  

the picture. We’re only thinking about elevating ourselves. We’re trying to prove how smart  

we are to an empty boat!

AIWATT is the delaying mechanism we should be deploying in the interval between trigger  

and behavior—after a trigger creates an impulse and before behavior we may regret. AIWATT 

creates a split-second delay in our prideful, cynical, judgmental, argumentative, and selfish 

responses to our triggering environment. The delay gives us time to consider a more positive 

response. The nineteen-word text deserves close parsing:

Am I willing implies that we are exercising volition—taking responsibility—rather than surfing 

along the waves of inertia that otherwise rule our day. We are asking, 

“Do I really want to do this?”

At this time reminds us that we’re operating in the present. Circumstances will differ later on, 

demanding a different response. The only issue is what we’re facing now.
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What relationship did you miss by not introducing yourself to a neighbor? Why not thank a  

customer for placing the order? What would it cost us to offer a soothing word to an upset child? 

When we perpetuate or prolong negative behavior—both the kind that hurts other people  

and the kind that hurts us in some way—we are leading a changeless existence in the  

most hazardous manner. We are willfully choosing to be miserable and making others miserable,  

too. The time we are miserable is time we can never get back. Even more painful, it was all  

our doing. It was our choice. 

So, think about one change, one triggering gesture, that you won’t regret later on.  

Maybe it’s calling your mother just to tell her you love her. Or thanking a customer for his loyalty.  

Or saying nothing instead of something cynical in a meeting. 

Then do it.

  |  130.01 ChangeThis

Am I willing, at this time, to make the investment required to make a positive difference  

on this topic?

Is it more important, and more positively impactful, than what you’re currently doing? Yes, some-

times making a positive difference can be meeting impatience with patience, responding to 

hostility with humanity and humility, to “let it go”—even others’ errors—from the world instead  

of perpetuating it. But, sometimes, it can be as simple as finishing the task at hand.  

And sometimes—hopefully many times in your life—it’s making just a small emotional investment, 

taking the time to reach out and make a positive difference in someone’s day. 

Am I willing implies that we are exercising volition— 
taking responsibility—rather than surfing along the waves  
of inertia that otherwise rule our day.
“ 
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ChangeThis is a vehicle, not a publisher. We make it easy  

for big ideas to spread. While the authors we work with  

are responsible for their own work, they don’t necessarily  

agree with everything available in ChangeThis format.  

But you knew that already.

ChangeThis is supported by the love and tender care  

of 800-CEO-READ. Visit us at 800-CEO-READ  

or at our daily blog.

About ChangeThis

  |  130.01 ChangeThis

BUY THE BOOK | Get more details or buy a copy of Triggers. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR | Marshall Goldsmith has been recognized as  

one of the 15 most influential business thinkers in the world by  

The Times (London) and Forbes. He is the million-selling author of many  

books, including What Got You Here Won’t Get You There and Mojo. 

➔ SEND THIS | Pass along a copy of this manifesto to others.  

➔ SUBSCRIBE | Sign up for e-news to learn when our latest manifestos are available.  

This document was created on June 10, 2015 and is based on the best information available at that time.  
The copyright of this work belongs to the author, who is solely responsible for the content. This work is licensed  
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License. To view a copy of this license, visit  
Creative Commons or send a letter to Creative Commons, 559 Nathan Abbott Way, Stanford, California 94305, USA.  
Cover image from Unsplash. You are given the unlimited right to print this manifesto and to distribute it electronically  
(via email, your website, or any other means). You can print out pages and put them in your favorite coffee shop’s  
windows or your doctor’s waiting room. You can transcribe the author’s words onto the sidewalk, or you can hand out 
copies to everyone you meet. You may not alter this manifesto in any way, though, and you may not charge for it. 

Info
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Goals 
• Be ready to use daily questions – and 

especially active questions – to help you 
increase individual effectiveness and 
build employee engagement.

• Understand the basics of Alan Mulally’s 
(CEO of the Year in the US) proven BPR 
process.

• Learn how the LPR process builds on 
these two proven tools to lead to positive, 
long-term change

Helping Successful Leaders
Get Even Better!

Using Daily Questions to:
Increase Individual Effectiveness

and
Build Engagement
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What is a trigger?

TRIGGER –
ANY STIMULUS

THAT MAY IMPACT OUR BEHAVIOR

Why is change so difficult?
• New Year’s resolutions that are never 

achieved?
• Coaching clients that don’t change?
• Our daily failures to do – even the small 

things – that we plan?
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Mutual creation

I am creating my world
and at the same time
triggers in my world 

are creating me

Who is in control?

External Control

Internal 
Control

The world 
creates me

Mutual 
creation

I create the 
world

Random 
walk

High

Low High
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Triggers: today’s ‘perfect storm’
for distraction 

• Emails, cell phones, tablets, texting
• On demand TV, movies, games
• Social media
• Multi-tasking

• ‘The dream’

Changing the impact 
of triggers

Trigger 
Impulse  
Behavior

Trigger 
Impulse  

Awareness  Choice 
Behavior
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It is OK to need 
help and structure

• The changing role of coaching – from 
‘fixing losers’ to ‘helping winners’

• 27 top executive endorsements
• Athletes, movie stars, world leaders
• If could have fixed it by yourself, it 

would probably be fixed by now
• ‘I need help and it is OK!’

Classic delusions
• Planner bias – understanding vs. doing
• It won’t take that long or be that hard
• The high probability of low probability 

distractions
• Today is a ‘special day’
• I have willpower and won’t become 

depleted
• I don’t need help or structure to 

achieve my goals
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Keys to positive change
• Courage
• Humility
• Discipline

The value of structure
• The Checklist Manifesto
• The daily question process
• The BPR process
• The LPR process
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Previous work 
on employee engagement

• NAHR presentation
• Recognition, reward programs, training, 

compensation, empowerment
• In spite of all previous efforts, global 

employee engagement is near an all-time low
• Focus on what the organization can do to 

engage you – not what you can do to engage 
yourself – JFK in reverse

• The two flight attendants

Daily Question Process
• Why the process works
• How the process works
• Applications on employee 

engagement
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Six active questions
Did I do my best to:

• Set clear goals?
• Make progress toward goal 

achievement?
• Be happy?
• Find meaning?
• Build positive relationships?
• Be fully engaged?

Active questions vs.
passive questions

• How active questions focus on what 
you can do to make a positive 
difference for yourself and the world

• How passive questions focus on 
what the world needs to do to make 
a positive difference for you



83

The two week study

• You will get an email every day for two 
weeks – asking six active questions

• You will receive ‘before and after’ 
questions

• The daily process takes just a couple of 
minutes

That boring meeting!
Imagine that you were going to be tested on:

Did I do my best to:
• Be happy?
• Find meaning?
• Build positive relationships?
• Be fully engaged?

What would you do differently?
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Six active questions
Did I do my best to:

• Set clear goals?
• Make progress toward goal 

achievement?
• Be happy?
• Find meaning?
• Build positive relationships?
• Be fully engaged?

Active question research
4885 participants – 95 studies

• 34% reported improvement on all six items
• 67% reported improvement on at least four 

items
• 91% reported improvement on at least one 

item.
• 9% reported no improvement
• Less than 1% of respondents reported overall 

lower scores
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Alan Mulally:
The BPR process

• Complete transparency
• Leading knowledge workers
• Feedforward
• Continuous learning from key 

stakeholders
• Accountability without judgment

Alan Mulally:
The Business Plan Review process

Establishing clear leadership behavior:
• Determining the desired behavior
• Communicating across the company
• Zero tolerance for behavior violations
Getting clear on priorities
• The ‘top five’ per person
• Red, yellow, green
• Complete alignment to the plan
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Why the LPR works
• Clear purpose
• Measurable goals aligned with purpose
• Daily accountability
• Weekly accountability
• Support group
• Clear structure
• Feedforward

The Life Plan Review
(LPR) Process

• Life goals (includes work and home)
• Daily questions
• Weekly review
• LPR team
• Focus on accountability
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The best coaching advice
you will ever receive

• As a person
• As a professional

Suggestions for
your next steps

• Write your own daily questions
• Get a partner to help you
• Use the first six questions
• Experiment with an LPR group!
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Making a Resolution that Matters
To make resolutions that matter, don't look forward. Look back.

By:Marshall Goldsmith

It is February - half of all New Year's resolutions have already been broken. It is probably a
good time to revisit your goals and think about what you really want to change.

Take a deep breath. Take a deeper breath.

I want you to imagine that you're 95 years old – and on your death bed. Before taking your
last breath - you're given a great gift: the ability to travel back in time - the ability to talk to
the person who is reading this column - the ability to help this person be a better professional
and, more importantly, lead a better life.

The 95-year-old you understands what was really important and what wasn't, what mattered
and what didn't, what counted and what didn't really count. What advice would this wise
"old you" have for the "you" who is reading this page?

Take a few seconds to answer this question – personally and professionally. Jot down words
that capture what the old you would be saying to the younger you that is here now. My next
suggestion is simple - just do whatever you wrote down! Make that your resolution for this
year and next.

A friend of mine actually had the chance to interview people who were dying and ask them
what advice they would have had for themselves. The answers he got provide wonderful
advice for all of us.

One recurring theme was to "find happiness and meaning - now," not next month or next
year. The great Western disease lies in the phrase, "I will be happy when . . ." The wise old
you has finally realized that the next promotion, the next achievement, or the corner office
really won't change your world that much. Many older people said they were so wrapped up
in looking for what they didn't have that they seldom appreciated what they did have. They
often wished they would just enjoyed life as they were living it.

Another common response revolved around friends and family. You may work for a
wonderful company, and you may think that your contribution to that organization is very
important. When you are 95 years old and you look at the people around your deathbed, very
few of your fellow employees will be waving good-bye. Your friends and family will probably
be the only people who care. Appreciate them now and share a large part of your life with
them.

Older people offer other valuable advice: "Follow your dreams." Figure out your true
purpose in life, and go for it! This doesn't apply just to big dreams; it is also true for little
dreams. Buy the sports car you always wanted, go to that exotic locale you always imagined
yourself visiting, learn to play the guitar or the piano. If some think your vision of a well-lived
life is a bit offbeat or even goofy, who cares? It isn't their life. It's yours. Old people who
pursued their dreams are always happier with their lives. Few of us will achieve all of our
dreams. Some will always be elusive. So the key question is not, "Did I make all of my dreams
come true?" The key question is, "Did I try?"



89

I just finished a major research project involving more than 200 high-potential leaders from
120 companies around the world. Each company could nominate only two future leaders, the
very brightest of its young stars. These are the kinds of people who could jump at a moment's
notice to better-paying positions elsewhere. We asked each of them a simple question: "If you
stay in this company, why are you going to stay?"

The following are the top three answers.

"I am finding meaning and happiness now. The work is exciting and I love what I am doing."

"I like the people. They are my friends. This feels like a team. It feels like a family. I could
make more money working with other people, but I don't want to leave the people here."

"I can follow my dreams. This organization is giving me a chance to do what I really want to
do in life."

The answers were never about the money. They were always about the satisfaction. When my
friend asked people on their deathbeds what was important – and I asked young, global
leaders what was important – we got exactly the same answers!

So do the reverse New Year's resolution. Don't look ahead. Look behind. Be happy now -
enjoy your friends and family – and follow your dreams. This is great advice for everyone
who wants a fulfilling career. It's also great advice for everyone who wants to live a
meaningful life.
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Six daily questions       for winning leaders
Quiz yourself 
every day of  
the week

Every day, I get the same phone call. The voice on 
the other end asks me a series of questions: did I 
do my best to be happy that day? Set goals? Make 
progress on those goals? I came up with these 
and some 40 other questions myself, a brief self-
test on my life’s main priorities. My caller offers 
no judgment, just listens politely and perhaps 
offers a few general words of encouragement 
before hanging up. 

This process, which I call the Daily 
Questions, keeps me focused on becoming a 
happier, healthier person. It provides discipline 
I sorely need in my busy working life as an 
executive coach, teacher and speaker, which 
involves travelling 180 days out of the year to 
countries all over the globe. 

As I argue in my latest book, authored with 
Mark Reiter, Triggers: Creating Behavior that 
Lasts – Becoming the Person You Want to Be, in 
every waking hour we are being triggered by 
people, events, and circumstances that have 
the potential to change us. The Daily Questions 
provide an antidote to that chaos. 

The process appears to be almost robotically 
simple: in effect, I’m taking a test I wrote, to 
which I already know the answers. But after 
years of dedication to this process, I now 
hold the counterintuitive belief that the Daily 
Questions are in fact a very tough test, one of the 
hardest we’ll ever take. 

To understand why, you first need to grasp 
a fundamental truth about human behaviour. 

w r i t i n g
Marshall Goldsmith

i l l u s t r a t i o n
Thomas Hedger
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Six daily questions       for winning leaders
Changing it is hard. Very hard. I like to say that 
behavioural change is just about the hardest 
thing for sentient human beings to accomplish.

As an object lesson, think about a change 
you’d like to make. Perhaps you want to be more 
patient, or a better listener, for example. Now, 
think about how long you’ve been trying to 
make that change. I’m going to hazard a couple 
of bets. My first wager is that the change is 
something important to you – otherwise, why 
would you bother to change it? My second punt 
is that you’ve been trying for a long time – that 
you’d probably measure that time in months or 
years rather than days or weeks. 

At this point you might be feeling a twinge 
– maybe even a stab – of regret, thinking 

The 
questions 

create awareness, 
which in turn 
sparks change

about that talent you never used, that weight 
you never lost, or that friend you didn’t 
have time to listen to. The upshot is this: our 
behaviours matter. Perhaps they matter more 
than our achievements. We don’t live with our 
promotions and university degrees every  
day, but we do live with our choice to be  
better people.

The Daily Questions are so hard because, if 
we answer them honestly, they force us to face 
those choices. Because we wrote the questions 
ourselves, we can’t blame some outside entity 
for imposing goals that don’t really matter to 
us. Because we are the only ones responsible for 
coming up with the right answers, we can’t say 
we didn’t know what we were supposed to do. 
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The power of active questions
What you want to accomplish by asking these 
questions is not particularly important to me. 
That is up to you! The way you phrase these 
questions is important. I have found that  
active questions are far more helpful than  
passive ones. 

I learned about the power of active questions 
from my daughter Dr Kelly Goldsmith, who 
has a PhD from Yale University in behavioural 
marketing, and teaches at Northwestern 
University’s Kellogg School of Management.  

Kelly and I are both fascinated with 
employee engagement, the term used in 
management circles to describe a state of active 

involvement in work that you might liken to an 
athlete being ‘in the zone’. Kelly’s key insight 
was this: if companies want their employees 
to be engaged, they should avoid handing out 
the typical surveys that ask workers what their 
bosses and managers can do to improve. These 
surveys aren’t bad. They provide companies 
with many valuable suggestions. But they are 
diagnostic, not curative. They do nothing to put 
employees in an engaged mindset.  

Only the employees themselves can do 
that – and a good way to remind them is to ask 
active questions about their working lives. For 
example, instead of asking the passive, “Were 

you happy today?” (a question that invariably 
produces a laundry list of complaints), Kelly 
suggested asking an active question: “Did you 
do your best to be happy today?” The ball is now 
in the employee’s court. They have to evaluate 
and take responsibility for their own actions. 

This logic dovetailed with my own Daily 
Questions process. Feeling that my personal 
questions were static and uninspiring, I 
tweaked several of them to reflect Kelly’s active 
formulation. For example, I changed a few of 
my questions as follows: 

 From “did I set clear goals” to “did I do my best to 
set clear goals?”

 From “how happy was I?” to “did I do my best to 
be happy?”

 From “did I avoid trying to prove I was right when 
it wasn’t worth it?” to “did I do my best to try  
to avoid proving I was right when it wasn’t  
worth it?”

Suddenly, I wasn’t being asked how well 
I performed, but rather how much I tried. 
The distinction is meaningful because in my 
original version, if I wasn’t happy, or I overate 
during the day, I could always blame it on some 
factor outside of myself. I could tell myself I 
wasn’t happy because the airline kept me on 
the tarmac for three hours (the airline was 
responsible for my happiness). Or I overate 
because a client took me to his favourite 
barbecue joint where the food was abundant, 
calorific and irresistible (my client – or was it 
the restaurant? – was responsible for controlling 
my appetite). 

Adding the words “did I do my best” 
injected the element of personal ownership, 

Our behaviours matter. Perhaps 
they matter more than our 

achievements. We don’t live with our 
university degrees every day

T H E  P O W E R  O F  Q U E S T I O N S

1   Did I do my best 
to set clear goals 
today?

2   Did I do my best 
to make progress 
towards my goals 
today?

3  Did I do my best  
to find meaning 
today?  

4  Did I do my best 
to be happy 
today?

5  Did I do my best 
to build positive 
relationships 
today?

6  Did I do my best 
to be engaged 
today? 

By asking themselves six simple questions at the end of each day, thousands of people have 
benefited from a marked improvement in most areas 

34%  
 

of participants 
reported 
improvement 
in all six areas

67% 

improved on 
at least four 
items

91% 

improved on 
at least one 
item

9%  
 

didn’t change 
on any items

3%  
 

got worse on 
one or more 
items

.06%  
 

got worse on 
all six items

Sample size – 4,885
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of responsibility into my Q&A 
process. After a few weeks 

using this checklist, I 
noticed an unintended 

consequence. Active 
questions themselves 
didn’t merely elicit an 
answer. They created 
a different level of 
engagement with  
my goals. 

To see if I was 
trending positively – 

actually making progress 
– I had to measure on a 

relative scale, comparing the 
most recent day’s effort with 

previous days. I chose to grade 
myself on a one-to-ten scale, with ten 

being the best score. If I scored low on “did I 
do my best to be happy?” I had only myself to 
blame. We may not hit our goals every time,  
but there’s no excuse for not trying. Anyone 
can try.

The survey
At the moment, I have 43 daily questions. There 
is no correct number. It’s a personal choice, a 
function of how many issues you want to work 
on. Some of my coaching clients have only 
three or four questions. My list is 43 questions 
deep because I need a lot of help (obviously), 
but also because I’ve been doing this a long 
time, and I’ve had years to deal with some  
of the broad interpersonal issues that seem  
like obvious targets for people just  
starting out.

If you’re not sure what to start with, I 
recommend the questions I use in my online 
survey (see below). These questions cover the 
basic tenets of employee engagement, but they 
work well in other areas of life as well.  
They are:

1  Did I do my best to set clear goals today?
2   Did I do my best to make progress towards my 

goals today?
3  Did I do my best to find meaning today?  
4  Did I do my best to be happy today?
5   Did I do my best to build positive relationships 

today?
6  Did I do my best to be engaged today?  

If you take the online test, we follow up 
after ten days and essentially ask, “How’d you 
do? Did you improve?” So far 4,885 people 
have participated from all over the world. The 
results have been overwhelmingly positive (see 
graphic, left).

Given people’s demonstrable reluctance 
to change at all, this study shows that active 
self-questioning can trigger a new way of 

interacting with our world. Active questions 
reveal where we are trying and where we are 
giving up. In doing so, they sharpen our sense 
of what we can actually change. We gain a  
sense of control and responsibility instead  
of victimhood. 

At the end of the survey, participants have 
room to write comments about how the survey 
affected them. Over time, I have noticed that 
certain themes emerge in this section. The 
questions create awareness, which in turn 
sparks change. As one participant wrote, “After 
a few days, when I knew I would be answering 
the survey later in the day, I attempted to shape 
my day and become more purposeful in my 
interactions with others and more thoughtful 
about how I spent my time.”

Others echoed this thought. “During the 
study I became far more conscious of setting 
daily goals, writing them down on my home 
office whiteboard – where they were visible 
– and checking in at end of day to see what I 
accomplished,” another participant said. “I will 
keep this practice going.” 

The mindfulness that the questions provide 
even helped some of them through tough times. 
“Right before the start of this study – and 
for the duration – I was going through a very 
stressful and disheartening period in both my 
personal and professional life,” said another 
person. “By being mindful of these questions 
each day – even if I didn’t have the initial 
positive or motivated attitude to begin with – it 
always grew and improved throughout the day. 
It really created a positive impact and allowed 

me to find strength and enthusiasm to make 
my days worthwhile, even if I initially did not 
emotionally feel up to it.” 

In my years of answering Daily Questions, 
I have never yet had a perfect day. A very few 
have come close, but far, far more often I must 
report that I failed somehow. That can be tough 
to face, but I believe it’s well worth trying to 
come close to my goals, even if I don’t always 
meet them. The effort alone makes my days 
worthwhile. And when I do succeed, after 
weeks or months of persistently asking  
the same question, it’s a success to  
truly value.  
— Dr Marshall Goldsmith is a multiple award-
winning business educator and coach. If you 
would like to participate in his survey, email him 
at marshall@marshallgoldsmith.com

Active self-questioning can 
trigger a new way of interacting 

with our world. They sharpen our 
sense of what we can actually change
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E N G A G E M E N T

THE LEADER AS THE FACILITATOR  
How to Effectively Lead Knowledge Workers
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Peter Drucker presented a very  
simple definition:

“Knowledge Workers are people who 
know more about what they are 
doing than their boss does.”

Fundamentally, the ever-increasing 
presence of the Knowledge Worker 
threatens to render our traditional 
assumptions about top-down 
leadership obsolete. It also presents 
challenges to modern-day leaders 
that their counterparts in years gone 
by were not called to address:

“How do you help your team members 
achieve their goals when you – as a 
leader– are not an expert on the topic?”

To illustrate these challenges, we will 
examine how one CEO, Alan Mulally, 
gained well-deserved notoriety  
for creatively leveraging the skills 
of his team, the people of the  
Ford Motor Company and the 
Situational Leadership® Model to lead 
an incredibly successful turnaround. 
This example demonstrates how  
“The Leader as Facilitator” has a 

Historically, “leadership” 
has largely been considered  

a top-down function. Leaders 
were masters of their crafts that 

doled out their knowledge  
over time to eager apprentices 
aspiring to gain wisdom. Enter  

the “Knowledge Worker.” 
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higher probability of success than 
“The Leader as Boss” when leading 
Knowledge Workers.

A leader’s transition from boss to 
facilitator is a function of the leader’s 
ability to create an open and transparent 
environment that encourages team 
members to assess and articulate their 
own level of performance without fear or 
shame of any kind – and be open to help 
from people at any level of the company. 
Clearly, this kind of transparency is much 
easier to imagine than it is to establish. 
Fortunately, we have an example for  
your consideration.

LEADING USING ORGANIZED 
COMMON SENSE

Developed by Dr. Paul Hersey 
and grounded in over 50 years of 
foundational research, Situational 
Leadership® is a practical, repeatable 
model that is most frequently referred 
to as “organized common sense.” The 
Situational Leadership® Model is based 
on the relationship between leaders and 
followers and serves as a framework to 
analyze each situation based on:

•  The amount of guidance and direction 
(task behavior) a leader gives

•  The amount of socioemotional support 
(relationship behavior) a leader provides

•  The Performance Readiness® Level  
that followers exhibit for a specific  
task, function, or objective

This approach stresses flexibility and 
simplicity in execution, helping leaders 
across the organization address the 
most pressing challenges pervasive in 
today’s work environment.

ALAN MULALLY AND FORD 

When Alan assumed the role of CEO 
in 2006, here are a few of the top-line 
“opportunities” that awaited him:

•  Ford had just posted the largest  
annual loss in its 103-year history

• Stock was trading at $1 per share

• Employees were paralyzed with fear

Alan’s first acts were to form a 
cohesive leadership team and to come 
together around a compelling vision, 
comprehensive strategy and relentless 
implementation process. He then 
convened a weekly meeting with the 
16 members of his leadership team 
(all of whom would certainly qualify 
as credentialed Knowledge Workers). 
Initially, Alan asked each of them to do 
two things:

1 |  Identify a plan to implement the strategy.

2 |  Assess progress against the plan using 
the following guidelines:

 GREEN | On plan. Currently on target 
and projected to achieve goal. 

YELLOW | Not currently on plan, 
but trending in a direction that would 
ultimately deliver desired results. 

RED | Not on plan, and not sure how 
to get there. 

The results from that first meeting? 
Each of the 16 team members reported 
GREEN (even though the company they 
ran happened to be in a tailspin headed 
toward a record $17 billion loss!). In 
light of the impending reality, Alan 
encouraged his team, “Let’s do it again.” 
After a period of time, Mark Fields 
(current CEO of Ford) finally said, “RED!” 
He then went on to candidly describe 

a problem of significance with no real 
strategy to fix it.

Looking back, Alan viewed this as one 
of the most important moments in 
the turnaround of Ford. In response to 
Mark’s transparent assessment, Alan 
literally stood up and applauded. He 
congratulated Mark on having the 
courage to openly admit he had a 
problem – and even more – to admit 
that he had no idea on how to solve it, 
but that he was working on it.

He then said something few leaders have 
the nerve to say in the presence of their 
leadership teams:

“Mark, you have a ‘RED.’ Above all else, 
sincere thanks for the transparency! Also, 
please recognize this … it’s OK! Now, 
just to be clear, I don’t have the answer 
to your problem either. But, good news! 
We have thousands of very smart people 
who work here at Ford. Let’s get to work 
and find somebody who can help Mark 
solve this problem.”

What happened? The team turned 
their attention to Mark’s problem 
and identified people who had the 
experience and expertise to help. Within 
a few minutes, there was noticeable 
movement in a positive direction. What 
followed were a series of bold and 
effective decisions that drove a truly 
legendary transformation. Alan retired in 
2013 and during that year, Ford earned 
$7.2 billion, which translated to record 
profit-sharing bonuses of approximately 
$9,000 per employee. 

THE LEADER AS FACILITATOR 

There are a number of lessons from Alan’s 
experience at Ford that are transferable to 

IF PEOPLE HAVE 
PROBLEMS, YOU 
WANT TO GET 
THEM OUT ON THE 
TABLE SO YOU 
CAN HELP FIND 
SOLUTIONS.

LESSONS LEARNED:  
EFFECTIVELY LEADING KNOWLEDGE WORKERS

With the ever-increasing presence of Knowledge Workers in the workplace, modern-day leaders are 
presented with the challenge of trying to help their team achieve goals when they are not an expert on 
the topic. Here are a few tips to effectively lead Knowledge Workers: 

•  Be wary of making 
suggestions without  
true expertise

•  Recognize that knowledge  
is power

•  Actively involve others

•  Target transparency and 
applaud when you get it

• Check your ego at the door
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anyone tasked with the responsibility of 
leading Knowledge Workers:

Target transparency and applaud when 
you get it.

Most of us have difficulty articulating our 
struggles in a public forum, especially in 
the presence of our boss and peers. This 
probably stems from history we may have 
with bosses who said things like: “Don’t 
come to me with a problem, come to me 
with a solution!”

When you think about it, that is exactly 
the opposite of what an effective leader 
should want. If people have problems, 
you want to get them out on the table so 
you can help find solutions. When Mark 
Fields said, “RED,” Alan went out of his way 
to say, “That’s OK,” and provide the kind 
of positive recognition that encouraged 
truth and inspired trust.

Recognize that knowledge is power.

Leading a Knowledge Worker means they 
know more than you do. Embracing that 
reality in the context of organizational 
power is critical. The boss can rarely force 
people to tell him or her the truth. They 
can, however, create a forum where truth 
telling is celebrated, rewarded and normal.

Be wary of making suggestions without 
true expertise.

It is difficult – if not impossible – for 
the formal leader (aka boss) to make 
suggestions. What do you think would 
have happened after Mark Fields said 
“RED” if Alan had responded by saying: 
“Have you tried this?” or “Have you  
tried that?” 

There would have been a strong 
tendency for Mark (and everybody else 
in the room) to say, “Great idea,” and then 
turn their attention to implementation. 
This is problematic for two reasons:

•  It may well have been a less-than-
optimal suggestion by a boss without 
true knowledge.

•  There would have been limited (if any) 
personal ownership moving forward 
from anyone on the team (“This was  
the boss’s idea.”).

After hearing “RED” and providing 
recognition for the honesty, Alan made 
it clear that he would not be the source 
of a solution. It may seem odd, but 
this more than anything was a call to 
collaborative action.

Actively involve others.

Leadership is a multi-directional dynamic. 
It can come from the top down, but it 
often flows from peer to peer or from 
the bottom up. If the problems Ford was 
facing when Alan became CEO were well 
defined and simple, somebody would 
have figured them out long before he 
arrived. Ford faced monumental (and 
highly complex) challenges. 

Almost immediately Alan called upon the 
collective wisdom of the “thousands of 
very smart people” at Ford to help solve 
them. It is in this light that the “Leader 
as Facilitator” is distinguished from the 
“Leader as Boss.” Alan leveraged the 
legitimacy of his position as the driving 
force behind the search for solutions 

he was incapable of producing based 
on his experience alone. It’s almost like 
his mantra became: “By all means, come  
to the team with problems … so we 
can all work together to help you find  
a solution.”

Check your ego at the door.

Fundamentally, leading Knowledge Workers 
requires that the leader get rid of ego and 
focus on achievement. Again, to quote Peter 
Drucker, “Our mission is to make a positive 
difference, not to prove how smart we are.”

The first step in responding to a challenge 
occurs when team members are willing 
to admit a challenge exists. The first step 
in addressing the challenge occurs when 
leaders are willing to admit they don’t 
have all the answers and facilitate the 
process of finding solutions.

With ever-increasing regularity, leaders at 
all levels in organizations will be responsible 
for effectively influencing Knowledge 
Workers. Creating an environment where 
those individuals can transparently 
communicate their level of performance 
provides the leader with the opportunity to 
facilitate forward movement, accomplish 
important goals and build a culture that 
thrives on achievement.

Marshall Goldsmith is the world authority 
in helping successful leaders get even better. 
Alan Mulally is the former CEO of Ford and 
is currently helping great companies move 
to a new level. Sam Shriver is the senior 
vice president of commercial operations 
and product development at The Center for 
Leadership Studies.  

CREATE A  
FORUM WHERE 
TRUTH TELLING 
IS CELEBRATED, 
REWARDED  
AND NORMAL.
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Leadership is not just for leaders anymore. Top 
companies are beginning to understand that sustaining
peak performance requires a firm-wide commitment to
developing leaders that is tightly aligned to organiza-
tional objectives — a commitment much easier to
understand than to achieve. Organizations must find
ways to cascade leadership from senior management to
men and women at all levels. As retired Harvard
Business School professor John P. Kotter eloquently
noted in the previous issue of strategy+business, this ulti-
mately means we must “create 100 million new leaders”
throughout our society. (See “Leading Witnesses,” s+b,
Summer 2004.)

Organizational experts Paul Hersey and Kenneth
Blanchard have defined leadership as “working with and
through others to achieve objectives.” Many companies

are stepping up to the challenge of leadership develop-
ment and their results are quite tangible. In Leading the
Way: Three Truths from the Top Companies for Leaders
(John Wiley & Sons, 2004), a study of the top 20 com-
panies for leadership development, Marc Effron and
Robert Gandossy show that companies that excel at
developing leaders tend to achieve higher long-term
profitability. 

But it sometimes seems there are as many approach-
es to leadership development as there are leadership
developers. One increasingly popular tool for developing
leaders is executive coaching. Hay Group, a human
resources consultancy, reported that half of 150 compa-
nies surveyed in 2002 said that they had increased their
use of executive coaching, and 16 percent reported using
coaches for the first time. 

Leadership
IsaContact
Sport The “Follow-up Factor” in

Management Development
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Yet even “executive coaching” is a broad category. In
reviewing a spate of books on coaching last year, Des
Dearlove and Stuart Crainer identified at least three
types of coaching: behavioral change coaching, personal
productivity coaching, and “energy coaching.” (See “My
Coach and I,” s+b, Summer 2003.) Our own upcoming
book, The Art and Practice of Leadership Coaching: 50
Top Executive Coaches Reveal Their Secrets (written with
Phil Harkins, to be published by John Wiley & Sons in
December 2004), includes discussions about five types
of leadership coaching: strategic, organizational
change/execution, leadership development, personal/life
planning, and behavioral. 

Given the increasingly competitive economic envi-
ronment and the significant human and financial capi-
tal expended on leadership development, it is not only
fair but necessary for those charged with running com-
panies to ask, “Does any of this work? And if so, how?”
What type of developmental activities will have the
greatest impact on increasing executives’ effectiveness?
How can leaders achieve positive long-term changes in
behavior? With admitted self-interest — our work was
described in the Crainer–Dearlove article, and is fre-
quently cited in reviews of and articles about leadership
coaching — we wanted to see if there were consistent
principles of success underlying these different
approaches to leadership development.

We reviewed leadership development programs in
eight major corporations. Although all eight companies
had the same overarching goals — to determine the
desired behaviors for leaders in their organizations and
to help leaders increase their effectiveness by better
aligning actual practices with these desired behaviors —
they used different leadership development methodolo-

gies: offsite training versus onsite coaching, short 
duration versus long duration, internal coaches versus
external coaches, and traditional classroom-based train-
ing versus on-the-job interaction. 

Rather than just evaluating “participant happiness”
at the end of a program, each of the eight companies
measured the participants’ perceived increase in leader-
ship effectiveness over time. “Increased effectiveness”
was not determined by the participants in the develop-
ment effort; it was assessed by preselected co-workers
and stakeholders. 

Time and again, one variable emerged as central to
the achievement of positive long-term change: the par-
ticipants’ ongoing interaction and follow-up with col-
leagues. Leaders who discussed their own improvement
priorities with their co-workers, and then regularly fol-
lowed up with these co-workers, showed striking
improvement. Leaders who did not have ongoing dia-
logue with colleagues showed improvement that barely
exceeded random chance. This was true whether the
leader had an external coach, an internal coach, or no
coach. It was also true whether the participants went to
a training program for five days, went for one day, or did
not attend a training program at all.

The development of leaders, we have concluded, is
a contact sport. 

Eight Approaches 
The eight companies whose leadership development
programs we studied were drawn from our own roster of
clients over the past 16 years. Although all are large cor-
porations, each company is in a different sector and each
faces very different competitive pressures.

Each company customized its leadership develop-

Marshall Goldsmith (marshall
@marshallgoldsmith.com) is a
founder of Marshall Goldsmith
Partners, a leadership coach-
ing network. He has worked
with more than 70 major CEOs
and their management teams
and is the author or coauthor
of 18 books on leadership and
coaching. His most recent
book is Global Leadership: The
Next Generation (Financial
Times Prentice Hall, 2003). 

Howard Morgan (howard@
howardjmorgan.com) is the
founder of 50 Top Coaches, 
a collective of many of the
world’s leading executive advi-
sors. He specializes in execu-
tive coaching as a strategic
change-management tool. He
is co-editor of the forthcoming
book The Art and Practice of
Leadership Coaching: 50 Top
Executive Coaches Reveal
Their Secrets (John Wiley &
Sons, December 2004).
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ment approach to its specific needs. Five of the eight
focused on the development of high-potential leaders,
and between 73 and 354 participants were involved in
their programs. The three other companies included
almost all managers (above midlevel), and involved
between 1,528 and 6,748 managers. The degree of inter-
national representation varied among organizations. At
two companies, almost all of the participants were
American. Non-U.S. executives made up almost half of
the participants in one company’s program. The other
five had varying levels of international participation.

Some of the companies used traditional classroom-
based training in their development effort. In each of
these companies, participants would attend an offsite
program and receive instruction on what the desired
characteristics were for leaders in their organizations,
why these characteristics were important, and how 
participants might better align their own leadership
behavior with the desired model. Some companies, by
contrast, used continuing coaching, a methodology that
did not necessarily involve offsite training, but did rely
on regular interaction with a personal coach. Some com-
panies used both offsite training and coaching. 

Along with differences, there were commonalities
among the programs. Each company had spent exten-
sive time reviewing the challenges it believed its leaders
would uniquely face as its business evolved. Each had
developed a profile of desired leadership behaviors that
had been approved by upper management. After ensur-
ing that these desired leadership behaviors were aligned
with the company vision and values, each company
developed a 360-degree feedback process to help leaders
understand the extent to which their own behavior (as
perceived by co-workers) matched the desired behavior
for leaders in the corporation. All eight placed a set of
expectations upon participants. The developing leaders
were expected to:

• Review their 360-degree feedback with an inter-
nal or external consultant.

• Identify one to three areas for improvement.
• Discuss their areas for improvement with key 

co-workers.
• Ask colleagues for suggestions on how to increase

effectiveness in selected areas for change.
• Follow up with co-workers to get ideas for

improvement.
• Have co-worker respondents complete a confi-

dential custom-designed “mini-survey” three to 15
months after the start of their programs.

Each participant received mini-survey summary
feedback from three to 16 co-workers. Colleagues were
asked to rate the participants’ increased effectiveness in
the specific selected behaviors as well as participants’
overall increase (or decrease) in leadership effectiveness.
Co-workers were also asked to measure the degree of 
follow-up they had with the participant. In total, we col-
lected more than 86,000 mini-survey responses for the
11,480 managers who participated in leadership 
development activities. This huge database gave us the
opportunity to explore the points of commonality and
distinction among these eight very different leadership
development efforts. 

Three of the organizations permitted their names to
be used in articles or conference presentations, enabling
us to reference them in this report; the rest have request-
ed anonymity, although we are able to describe their sec-
tor and activities. Two of the organizations also have
allowed their results to be published elsewhere, without
disclosure of the organization’s name. The companies
whose programs we studied were: 

• An aerospace/defense contractor: 1,528 managers
(ranging from midlevel to the CEO and his team)
received training for two and a half days. Each person
reviewed his or her 360-degree feedback in person with
an outside consultant. All received at least three
reminder notes to help ensure that they would follow up
with their co-workers. 

• A financial-services organization: At GE Capital,
178 high-potential managers received training that last-
ed five days. Each leader was assigned a personal human
resources coach from inside the company. Each coach
had one-on-one sessions with his or her client on an
ongoing basis (either in person or by phone). 
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• An electronics manufacturer: 258 upper-level
managers received in-person coaching from an external
coach. They did not attend an offsite training program.
They were then each assigned an internal coach who had
been trained in effective coaching skills. This coach fol-
lowed up with the managers every three to four months. 

• A diversified services company: 6,748 managers
(ranging from midlevel to the CEO and his team)
received one-on-one feedback from an external coach
during two training programs, each two and a half days
long, which were conducted 15 months apart. Although
there was no formal follow-up provided by the coach,
participants knew they were going to be measured on
their follow-up efforts.

• A media company: 354 managers (including the
CEO and his team) received one-on-one coaching and
feedback during a one-day program. An external coach
provided follow-up coaching every three to four
months.

• A telecommunications company: 281 managers
(including the CEO and his team) received training 
for one day. Each leader was given an external coach,
who had continuing one-on-one sessions with his or 
her client.

• A pharmaceutical/health-care organization: John-
son & Johnson involved 2,060 executives and managers,
starting with the CEO and his team, in one and a half
days of leadership training. Each person reviewed his or
her initial 360-degree feedback with an outside consult-
ant (almost all by phone). Participants received at least
three reminder notes to help ensure that they would fol-
low up with their co-workers. 

• A high-tech manufacturing company: At Agilent
Technologies Inc., 73 high-potential leaders received
coaching for one year from an external coach, an effort
unconnected to any training program. Each coach had
one-on-one sessions with his or her client on an ongoing
basis, either in person or by phone. 

Personal Touch
The overarching conclusion distilled from the surveys in
all the programs was that personal contact mattered —
and mattered greatly.

Five of the corporations used the same measure-
ment methodologies, while three used a slightly dif-
ferent approach. All eight companies measured the 
frequency of managers’ discussions and follow-up with
co-workers and compared this measure with the per-
ceived increase in leadership effectiveness, as judged by

co-workers in the mini-surveys. The first five firms —
the aerospace/defense contractor, GE Capital, the elec-
tronics manufacturer, the diversified services company,
and the media company — used a seven-point scale,
from –3 to +3, to measure perceived change in leader-
ship effectiveness, and a five-point scale to plot the
amount of follow-up, ranging from a low of “no follow-
up” to a high of “consistent or periodic follow-up.” 
They then compared the two sets of measurements by
plotting the effectiveness scores and the follow-up tallies
on charts. 

The remaining three firms used slightly different
measurement criteria. The telecommunications compa-
ny used a “percentage improvement” scale to measure
perceived increases in leadership effectiveness, as judged
by co-workers. It then compared “percentage improve-
ment” on leadership effectiveness with each level of 
follow-up. Johnson & Johnson and Agilent measured
leadership improvement using the same seven-point
scale employed by the first five companies, but they did
not categorize the degree of follow-up beyond the sim-
ple “followed up” vs. “did not follow up.”

As noted earlier, follow-up here refers to efforts that
leaders make to solicit continuing and updated ideas for
improvement from their co-workers. In the two compa-
nies that compared “followed up” with “did not follow
up,” participants who followed up were viewed by their
colleagues as far more effective than the leaders who did
not. In the companies that measured the degree of 
follow-up, leaders who had “frequent” or “periodic/con-
sistent” interaction with co-workers were reliably seen as
having improved their effectiveness far more than lead-
ers who had “little” or “no” interaction with co-workers.

Exhibits 1 to 5, on pages 76–77, show the results
among the first five companies, which, despite their dif-
ferent leadership development programs, used the same
measurement methodology. This apples-to-apples com-
parison shows strong correlations across all five compa-
nies between the degree of follow-up and the perceived
change in leadership effectiveness. 

In the exhibits, “perceived change” refers to the
respondents’ perception of their co-worker’s change in
leadership effectiveness; for example, a rating of “+3”
would indicate that the co-worker was seen as becoming
a much more effective leader; a rating of “0” would indi-
cate no change in leadership effectiveness. “Percent”
refers to the percentage of survey respondents grouped
around a given rating; for example, in Exhibit 1,
between 30 and 42 percent of respondents gave a “0”
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rating — that is, they saw no change — to leaders who
“did no follow-up.” 

Leadership, it’s clear from this research, is a rela-
tionship. And the most important participants in this
relationship are not the coach and the “coachee.” They
are the leader and the colleague. 

Most of the leaders in this study work in knowledge
environments — in companies where the value of the
product or service derives less and less from manufac-
turing scale and, to use Peter Drucker’s formulation,
more and more from the processing and creation of
information to define and solve problems. In discussing
leadership with knowledge workers, Professor Drucker
has said, “The leader of the past was a person who knew
how to tell. The leader of the future will be a person who
knows how to ask.” Our studies show that leaders who
regularly ask for input are seen as increasing in effective-
ness. Leaders who don’t follow up are not necessarily bad
leaders; they are just not seen as getting better.

Ask and Receive
In a way, our work reinforces a key learning from the
Hawthorne studies. These classic observations of factory
workers at suburban Chicago’s Western Electric
Hawthorne Works, which Harvard professor Elton
Mayo made nearly 80 years ago, showed that productiv-
ity tended to increase when workers perceived leadership
interest and involvement in their work, as evidenced by
purposeful change in the workplace environment. Our
studies show that when co-workers are involved in lead-
ership development, the leaders they are helping tend to
become more effective. Leaders who ask for input and
then follow up to see if progress is being made are seen
as people who care. Co-workers might well infer that

leaders who don’t respond to feedback must not care
very much. 

Historically, a great deal of leadership development
has focused on the importance of an event. This event
could be a training program, a motivational speech, or
an offsite executive meeting. The experience of the eight
companies we studied indicates that real leadership de-
velopment involves a process that occurs over time, not an
inspiration or transformation that occurs in a meeting.

Physical exercise provides a useful analogy. Imagine
having out-of-shape people sit in a room and listen to a
speech on the importance of exercising, then watch
some tapes on how to exercise, and perhaps practice
exercising. Would you ever wonder why these people
were still unfit a year later? The source of physical fitness
is not understanding the theory of working out; it is
engaging in exercise. As Arnold Schwarzenegger has
said, “Nobody ever got muscles by watching me work
out!” So, too, with leadership development. As Professor
Drucker, Dr. Hersey, and Dr. Blanchard have pointed
out, leadership involves a reliance on other co-workers to
achieve objectives. Who better than these same co-work-
ers to help the leader increase effectiveness?

Indeed, the executive coach is, in many ways, like a
personal trainer. The trainer’s role is to “remind” the per-
son being trained to do what he or she knows should be
done. Good personal trainers spend far more time on
execution than on theory. The same seems to be true for
leadership development. Most leaders already know
what to do. They have read the same books and listened
to the same gurus giving the same speeches. Hence, our
core conclusion from this research: For most leaders, the
great challenge is not understanding the practice of leader-
ship: It is practicing their understanding of leadership.

Leadership is a relationship, not 
between the coach and the “coachee,” but 

between the leader and the colleague.
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Exhibit 1: My Co-Worker Did No Follow-Up
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Exhibit 2: My Co-Worker Did a Little Follow-Up
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Exhibit 3: My Co-Worker Did Some Follow-Up
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Beyond the basic finding — that follow-up matters

— several other conclusions arise from our research. For
example, the eight-program study indicates that the 
follow-up factor correlates with improved leadership effec-
tiveness among both U.S. and non-U.S. executives.

As companies globalize, many executives have
begun to wrestle with issues of cultural differences
among their executives and employees. Recent research
involving high-potential leaders from around the world
has shown that cross-cultural understanding is seen as a
key to effectiveness for the global leader. (See, for exam-
ple, Marshall Goldsmith et al., Global Leadership: The
Next Generation, Financial Times Prentice Hall, 2003.)

Our study addressed this issue as it affects leader-
ship development programs. Nearly 10,000 of the
respondents in the eight companies whose programs we
reviewed — almost 12 percent of our mini-survey sam-

ple — were located outside the United States. We found
that the degree of follow-up was as critical to changing
perceived leadership effectiveness internationally as it
was domestically. This was true for both training and
coaching initiatives. 

At Johnson & Johnson, there were almost no dif-
ferences in scores among participants in Europe, Latin
America, and North America. The group seen as
improving the most was in Asia. In analyzing the find-
ings, J&J determined that the higher scores in Asia were
more a function of dedicated local management than of
cultural differences, again supporting the correlation
between a caring, contact-rich leadership and its per-
ceived effectiveness.

That follow-up works globally contravenes assump-
tions that different cultures will have differing levels of
receptiveness to intimate conversations about workplace

Exhibit 4: My Co-Worker Did Frequent Follow-Up
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Exhibit 5: My Co-Worker Did Consistent or Periodic Follow-Up
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behaviors. But the universality of the follow-up principle
doesn’t imply universality in its application. Leaders learn
from the people in their own environment, particularly
in a cross-cultural context. Indeed, research by the
Center for Creative Leadership in Greensboro, N.C., has
shown that “encouraging feedback” and “learning from
those around us” are both central to success for leaders in
cross-cultural environments. Companies with successful
leadership development programs encourage executives
to adapt the universal principle of follow-up and the fre-
quency of such conversations to fit the unique require-
ments of the culture in which they working. Despite
other cultural differences, there seems to be no country
in the world where co-workers think, “I love it when you
ask me for my feedback and then ignore me.”

Inside and Outside
Interaction between the developing leader and his or her
colleagues is not the sole connection that counts. Also
vital is the contact between the leader and the coach. Our
third major finding concerns that relationship: Both
internal and external coaches can make a positive difference.

One reason coaching can be so effective is that it
may inspire leaders to follow up with their people.
Agilent Technologies, for one, found a strong positive
correlation between the number of times the coach fol-
lowed up with the client and the number of times the
client followed up with co-workers. 

The coach, however, does not have to be part of the
company. This conclusion was readily apparent when
we compared the two companies most distinct in the
composition of their coaching corps. Agilent used only
external coaches. GE Capital, by contrast, used only
internal coaches from human resources. Yet both
approaches produced very positive long-term increases
in perceived leadership effectiveness. 

Given the apparent ease of accessibility to internal
coaches, firms might naturally use this finding to justify
“going inside.” But there are at least three important
variables to consider in determining whether to use an
internal HR coach: time, credibility, and confidentiality. 

In many organizations, internal coaches are not
given the time they need for ongoing interaction with
the people they are coaching. In some cases, they may
not seem as credible as trained development experts. In
other cases, especially those that involve human
resources personnel filling multiple roles, there may
appear to be a conflict of interest between a profes-
sional’s responsibilities as coach and as evaluator. If these

perceptions exist, then external coaches may well be
preferable to internal coaches.

But internal coaches can overcome these obstacles.
At GE Capital, the internal coaches were HR profes-
sionals who were given time to work with their
“coachees.” Coaching was treated as an important part
of their responsibility to the company and was not seen
as an add-on “if they got around to it.” Moreover, the
coachees were given a choice of internal coaches and
picked coaches they saw as most credible. Finally, each
internal coach worked with a leader in a different part of
the business. They assured their coachees that this
process was for high-potential development, not evalua-
tion. As a result of this thorough screening process,
client satisfaction with internal coaches was high and
results achieved by internal coaches (as judged by co-
workers) were very positive. 

Inside or outside, we discovered that the mechanics
of the coach–leader relationship were not a major limit-
ing factor. Our fourth finding was that feedback or
coaching by telephone works about as well as feedback or
coaching in person.

Intuitively, one might believe that feedback or
coaching is a very “personal” activity that is better done
face-to-face than by phone. However, the companies we
reviewed do not support this supposition. One company,
Johnson & Johnson, conducted almost all feedback by
telephone, yet produced “increased effectiveness” scores
almost identical to those of the aerospace/defense organ-
ization, which conducted all feedback in person. 

Moreover, all the companies that used only external
coaches similarly found little difference between tele-
phone coaching and live coaching. These companies
made sure that each coach had at least two one-on-one
meetings with individual executive clients. Some coaches
did this in person, whereas others interacted mostly by
phone. There was no clear indication that either method
of coaching was more effective than the other. 

Although sophisticated systems — involving some
combination of e-mail, intranets, extranets, and mobile
connectivity — are available, follow-up needn’t be
expensive. Internal coaches can make follow-up tele-
phone calls. New computerized systems can send
“reminder notes” and give ongoing suggestions.
However it’s done, follow-up is the sine qua non of effec-
tive leadership development. Too many companies
spend millions of dollars for the “program of the year”
but almost nothing on follow-up and reinforcement.

Companies should also take care to measure the
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effectiveness of their leadership development initiatives,
and not just the employees’ satisfaction with them. Our
results indicate that when participants know that surveys
or other methods of measuring program effectiveness are
slated to occur three to 15 months from the date of the
program, a higher level of commitment is created
among them. This follow-up measurement creates a
focus on long-term change and personal accountability.

Although measuring outcomes would seem to be
second nature for most companies, the success of lead-
ership development programs has conventionally been
assessed through the satisfaction of the participants. This
metric is of limited relevance. Among the companies in
our study that offered leadership development training,
virtually all participants came away highly satisfied. At
the aerospace/defense contractor and Johnson &
Johnson, the average satisfaction rating among more
than 3,500 participants was 4.7 out of a possible 5.0.
Executives loved the training, but that didn’t mean they
used the training or improved because of it.

Learning to Learn
Of even greater import is this: Continual contact with
colleagues regarding development issues is so effective it
can succeed even without a large, formal program.
Agilent, for example, produced excellent results, even
though its leaders received coaching that was completely
disconnected from any training. In fact, leaders who do
not have coaches can be coached broadly by their co-
workers. The key to changing behavior is “learning to
learn” from those around us, and then modifying 
our behavior on the basis of their suggestions. The 
aerospace/defense contractor and the telecommunica-
tions company used very streamlined and efficient train-

ing processes and “reminder notes” to help leaders
achieve a positive long-term change in effectiveness,
without using coaches at all. 

If the organization can teach the leader to reach out
to co-workers, to listen and learn, and to focus on 
continuous development, both the leader and the organ-
ization will benefit. After all, by following up with col-
leagues, a leader demonstrates a commitment to self-
improvement — and a determination to get better. This
process does not have to take a lot of time or money.
There’s something far more valuable: contact. +
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Four bad habits of  
super-smart leaders
Some leaders are too clever for their own good

w r i t i n g
Marshall Goldsmith

i l l u s t r a t i o n
Dale Edwin Murray

While we often consider the blessings that accompany a high IQ, we seldom think of 
the challenges that come with extreme intelligence. Yet there are many. In my role 
as an executive coach, I have had the opportunity to work with more than 150 major 
chief executives. As a group, they would score well above the norm on any standard 
definition of intellectual intelligence (I am not referring to ‘emotional intelligence’, 
‘artistic intelligence’ or other forms of intelligence). Although, like any group, chief 
executives may do stupid things, they are seldom stupid people.

Here, I discuss four classic challenges faced by smart people – challenges that 
are even more common among the ‘super-smart’ (see definition, page 19).
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1 
P R O V I N G  H O W  S M A R T  
W E  A R E

For ten years, I had the privilege of being on 
the board of the Peter F. Drucker Foundation. 
This gave me the opportunity to spend more 
than 50 days with the man who is – to my 
mind – the greatest management thinker who 
has ever lived. I would definitely put Drucker 
in the ‘super-smart’ as well as ‘super-wise’ 
category. Compared to him, I would consider my 
intelligence and wisdom to be that of a child.

One of the lessons taught to me by Drucker 
was: “Our mission in life is to make a positive 
difference – not to prove how smart we are.”

It is amazing how many leaders fail to grasp 
this basic lesson.

One of the ‘super-smart’ leaders who I 
coached gained two simultaneous doctorates 
from one of the most challenging schools in the 
world, one in science and one in the humanities 
– with honours – within five years. When the 
brains were handed out, he was not lurking near 
the back of the line!

The first time I interviewed him, I took 
copious notes. After an hour I said: “Dr Smith, let 
me read back to you how often you have told me 
how smart you really are. I don’t think I am as 
smart as you are, but I am not stupid. I read your 
bio. Did you think you really needed to point out 
your brilliance to me six times in the past hour?”

Any human –  
or any animal – 

will tend to replicate 
behaviour that is 
followed by positive 
reinforcement 

As I read back his verbatim comments, he 
was so embarrassed. “What an ass!” he said of 
himself. I replied: “You are not an ass. You are 
a very good person. You just have an incredibly 
high need to prove how smart you are. Perhaps, 
in future, you could cut back on this a little?”

How deep must be a person’s drive to 
prove they are smart for them to gain two 
simultaneous doctorates from one of the top 
schools in the world? Very deep. Does this ‘prove 
I am smart’ need disappear when they gain 
the qualifications? Not really. They don’t have 
enough degrees in the world!

I have asked thousands of leaders to  
answer this question:

What percentage of all interpersonal 
communications time is spent on:
A. People talking about how smart, special or 
wonderful they are – or listening to others do this?
+
B. People talking about how stupid, bad or inept 
other people are – or listening to others do this?

The answers are amazingly consistent around 
the world – approximately 65%.

How much do we learn pointing out how 
smart we are?  Nothing.

How much do we learn pointing out how 
stupid other people are? Nothing.

How much do we learn listening to this? 
Nothing.

So how much interpersonal communication 
time is wasted on this? About 65%. 

Smart people are generally considered smart 
because they have proven how smart they are in 
their journey through life – over and over again. 
They have been given lots of positive recognition 
for being ‘smart’.

Any human – or any animal – will tend to 
replicate behaviour that is followed by positive 
reinforcement. The more we repeat the “I am 
smart – I get recognition” cycle, the harder  
it can be to remember the excellent advice from 
Peter Drucker:
“Our mission in life is to make a positive difference 
– not to prove how smart we are.”
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2 

P R O V I N G  H O W  R I G H T  W E  A R E

He was so smart, he knew more about the 
other scientists’ fields than they did! The 

good news was that he was very honest. The 
bad news was that he could be incredibly blunt. 
When people ‘took him on’ he almost always 
proved they were wrong and he made them  
feel embarrassed. 

You might guess what happened. He was 
always right, until the day he was wrong. He 
mistakenly supported one disastrous decision 
that ended up reducing the market capitalization 
of the company by more than $10bn!

After this disaster, several of the scientists 
who worked for him were interviewed. They all 
said they had had doubts about the project, but 
they never raised them. Why? Since Dr Jones was 
convinced that this was the right thing to do, 
they assumed he must be correct. Even though 
they had doubts, they didn’t want to take him 
on and risk being humiliated.

One of the telltale comments that I often 
receive in 360° feedback from direct reports is: 
“He doesn’t bear fools gladly!”

Any leader who takes this feedback as a 
badge of honour is making a mistake. Unless the 
chief executive is managing a group of ‘fools’ – a 
situation I have never encountered – the real 
message behind this feedback is: “This leader 
always has to prove he or she is right and treats 
people who disagree with him or her as fools.”

One night, I had dinner with a top, four-
star general from the US Army. We were 
surrounded by other two- to four-star generals. 
Each of these men and women had graduate 
degrees and were chosen to be two- to four-
star generals over thousands of competitors. He 
asked me an interesting question: “Marshall, 
who is your favourite customer?” 

I replied: “Sir, my favourite customer 
is smart, dedicated, driven to achieve, has 
incredible integrity, gets results – and is a 
stubborn, opinionated know-it-all who never 
wants to admit he or she is wrong.”

I looked around the room and asked: “Do you 
think any of the generals in this very room may 
fit such a description?”

He laughed and replied: “We have a target-
rich opportunity!”

It is incredibly difficult for super-smart 
people to hear something with which they 
disagree, without proving that the other person 
is wrong. After all, if others disagree with us, 
we assume, because we are so smart, they must 
be wrong. They may not be stupid people, they 
are just confused on this particular issue. The 
higher up we move in leadership, the more 
destructive this habit may become.

One of the ‘super-smart’ scientists I 
worked with, Dr Jones, led the research and 
development function for a large corporation. 

3 

I  A L R E A D Y  K N O W  T H A T

It is incredibly difficult for smart people to listen 
to someone tell them something they know 
without pointing out: “I already know that.”

Imagine you are my boss. I am young, 
dedicated and enthusiastic. I come to you with 
an idea. You think it is a great idea.

Rather than just saying: “Great idea!” which 
gives credit to the other person, the tendency is 
to say: “That is a great idea, I already knew that!” 
which gives credit to yourself.

Next time, just say: “Great idea!”
What is probably the most common phrase 

uttered by smart people when others say 
something that we agree with? “No, I agree  
with you.”

Sometimes we say: “No, I think that  
is fantastic!”

In future, listen to other people respond to 
ideas they agree with. You will be amazed how 
many times the first word out of the person’s 
mouth is “no”. 

Grammatically, this makes no sense. If we 
agree with someone, why don’t we say: “Yes, I 
agree with you!”

The “no” means: “Of course I agree with you. 
I already knew that. You are confusing me with 
someone who needs to hear you right now.” It’s 
subconscious, of course. Inside the mind, the 
super-smart leader probably thinks that he or 
she is doing the right thing – giving praise for 
an idea. But the “no” sounds negative and takes 
away the praise, just leaving the sense that there 
is no idea in the world that the leader didn’t  
have first.
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W H Y  C A N ’ T  T H E Y  B E  M E ?

Joe, one of the ‘super-smart’ leaders I have 
coached, graduated as the valedictorian of an 
Ivy League school. His parents were very poor 

and he had to work his way through both high 
school and college. Graduating as the top 

student at a top school when you are given 
no advantages as a child is an amazing 
achievement. Joe was both brilliant and 
incredibly hardworking.

Joe faced a classic challenge common 
to the ‘super-smart’. He could not 
understand why other people failed to see 
solutions that seemed obvious to him.

I watched as he led his team meeting. 
Each of his direct reports was instructed to 

share an update on their progress against 
each of their key objectives. One person 

was clearly having problems meeting goals. 
Joe said: “Have you thought of trying X?”

The direct report replied: “No, I never 
thought of that.”

Joe became very frustrated: “Can’t you see 
how X would help you solve your problem? It 
seems obvious to me!”

Joe then looked around the table and said, 
“Didn’t any of you think of X?” When it was 
clear that no-one had, he grunted: “I cannot 
believe that I am the only person in the room  
that figured this out! What were all of you  
thinking about?” 

After the meeting, I had to explain to Joe that 
his colleagues were not the unusual ones – he 
was! I pointed out that no-one in the room but 
him had an IQ of 170. They were good people, 
who worked hard, they were smart people. They 

were just not quite as smart as he was. Almost 
nobody in the world was quite as smart as he 
was. Joe needed to learn to work with normal 
human beings. I also added that, unless he 
changed, no-one who was as smart as he was 
would ever want to work for him.

‘Super-smart’ people can often make 
connections and see patterns that are not 
obvious to normal people – or even ‘smart’ 
people. It can be challenging for any of us to 
accept that what may seem obvious to us may 
be a complete mystery to the people around us. 
In many cases, the smarter we are, the more 
difficult this may be to understand.

A final thought
Great leaders help others to succeed
One of the greatest leaders I have ever met 
taught me a wonderful lesson: “For the great 
individual achiever, it is all about me. For the 
great leader, it is all about them.”

It can be incredibly difficult to make the 
transition from ‘it is all about me – proving I am 
smart, proving I am right, knowing all of the 
answers’ – to it is all about them – ‘proving they 
are right and being proud of them having  
the answers’.

There can be a huge difference between 
intelligence and wisdom. While smart leaders 
may spend their time proving how clever they 
are, wise leaders spend their time helping other 
people be the heroes. 
— Dr Marshall Goldsmith is a world authority in 
helping successful leaders achieve positive, lasting 
change in behaviour: for themselves, their people 
and their teams. He is the million-selling author or 
editor of 31 books, including the New York Times 
and Wall Street Journal bestsellers, Mojo and What 
Got You Here Won’t Get You There

W H A T  I S  S U P E R - S M A R T ?

While almost all chief executives would be 
considered ‘smart’, I would classify some as 
‘super-smart’. While I don’t have a precise 
definition of super-smart, I will give the 
term a very personal perspective. At the risk 
appearing immodest, I would consider myself 
to be ‘smart’. I have a PhD from UCLA, my 
Scholastic Assessment Test and Graduate 
Management Admission Test scores were 
exceptionally high, I have published 35 books 
and three New York Times bestsellers and 
I was recently ranked as the number one 
leadership thinker in the world. I consider 
most of the leaders that I am discussing in  
the article to be a lot smarter than I am. 
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