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Suffice it to say that Marshall Goldsmith is a world authority in helping successful leaders achieve positive, measurable change in behavior: for themselves, their people and their teams. The American Management Association named Marshall as one of the 50 great thinkers and leaders who have influenced the field of management over the past 80 years. He has been featured in the Harvard Business Review, Business Strategy Review and the aforementioned New Yorker profile. The Wall Street Journal named him one of the top ten executive educators. Forbes calls him one of the five most respected executive coaches. The Economist states Marshall is one of the most credible consultants in the new era of business. The Business Times of Asia and Fast Company label Marshall as the preeminent executive coach. Dr. Goldsmith is on the faculty of executive education programs at Dartmouth, Michigan and Cambridge Universities. He is a founding director of A4SL - The Alliance for Strategic Leadership. He is a founder of the Russell Reynolds executive advisors network. He is a partner with Hewitt Associates in providing global executive coaching. He has also served as a member of the Board of the Peter Drucker Foundation for ten years. 
We start the interview by asking Marshall Goldsmith about the title to this interview, "Life Is Good."
Q. I know you end your emails with "Life Is Good" and I know this is prominent on your website and such. Tell us why life is good?
There are many schools of Buddhist thought. I would guess that the diversity in Buddhist beliefs is even greater than the diversity in Christian philosophies. My Buddhist philosophy can be summarized in three simple words, "Be happy now." In my mind, this is heaven, this is hell and this is Nirvana. It is not "out there." It is "in here." The great Western disease is "I'll be happy when..." This is fueled by our prevailing art form - the commercial. The commercial says, "You are unhappy. You spend money. You become happy!" I don't believe that anyone can become happy by having more. I also don't believe that anyone can become happy by having less. We can only find happiness and satisfaction with what we have. Life is good when we make it good. I also sign my emails this way to remind myself (and hopefully to help others).
Q. I want to ask you about your executive coaching and your thoughts on the integration of your practice and business, but, let's go back to the beginning here and let us know how you got involved with your Zen practice. Give us some background.
I was a "hippie" in the late '60's and early '70's. During this period, I studied a variety of Eastern philosophies. During the early to mid-'70's, I decided that Buddhism was the right way for me. My favorite teacher is Thich Nhat Hanh. I have had the opportunity to spend a week at his center in France, Plum Village, and also some time in Escondido, California. I just had his painting done by a wonderful artist. It is now in my home. It is a great inspiration! We are going to donate the prints from this painting to his favorite charities. 
Q. Can you tell us when and how you began to see some integration with your practice and your life's work in leadership, coaching and such?
My coaching philosophy is based upon Buddhist principles. I believe that we have no "fixed identity" but instead we are ever changing. My coaching approach involves helping people let go of the past and focus on becoming what they want to become. I pioneered a concept called "feedforward" which is the essence of my coaching philosophy. My original article on Feedforward has been republished at least nine times. This concept has been taught to thousands of leaders around the world. As I have grown older, I have "come out of the closet" with my Buddhist beliefs. One event help me in this transition. I was working with a group of hard-charging investment bankers. One banker grunted, "Will this shit help us make any more money?" I thought about this question and replied, "I think so. This will help you lead in a manner that is consistent with your companies values. Your own top management believes that this will ultimately help your company become more successful." Then I decided to take a risk. I said, "But personally, I don't care so much whether your bank makes more money. My personal mission is to help you - and the people around you - have a happier life." I then asked, "Do you have any objection to this mission?" The banker thought for awhile and said he thought that this was a fine mission. I have since asked thousands of leaders if they had any objection to my mission. So far, not one person has objected!
Q. Can you talk about your approach to Zen and draw some parallels between this "Zen Leadership" and the "Business Leadership" in today's business world. Are there any parallels?
My approach to Zen has a lot of applications in behavioral coaching (which is what I do). I not only work with my clients, I work with all of their key stakeholders. I try to help key stakeholders let go of preconceived notions and be open to the fact that everyone can change. I don't try to make anyone change. I only ask people to "do what works for them" in the way that Buddha suggested.
Q. Let's dig a little further here. In your coaching you do state you do not try to make anyone change. You only ask people to do what works for them in the way that Buddha suggested. Can you elaborate on this - what did Buddha suggest to the executive about doing what works for them?
My understanding of Buddhism is that Buddha suggested that each of us test ideas and only use the ideas that work for us (including his ideas). In my coaching I ask executives to get ideas from many sources and use only the ideas that work for them. I don't try to "convince" or "make" my clients do anything. A key element to understand in coaching very successful people is that they have a very high need for self-determination. The more the motivation comes from them, the greater the probability of positive, long-term change.
Q. I want to follow-up on this idea that in your coaching you do not try to make anyone change. Why? Isn't change a good thing and is it not necessary for the coach to try and get the person to change?
I agree that change can be a very good thing! That is what I do for a living. I help people make the changes that they want to make. I don't try to make or force people to change anything. I only work with people who care. My theory on coaching is "if they don't care - don't waste your time." I only get paid if I achieve results. I don't get paid for spending time. Therefore, I only work with clients who are motivated to change. I don't judge other people (who don't care to change) - I just don't choose to work with them. The people who choose to work with me are very clear about what they are "signing up for" and want to do it. I am sometimes asked if most executives are willing to admit to the need to change, ask for help and follow-up on a regular basis. My answer is, "I don't know. I only work with the ones who want to do this."
Q. Marshall, one more angle on this idea of "change" and "leading change." Can you tell us how you see change. What is it about change that makes it so important and discuss with us this concept of leading change in the business organization.
My area of expertise is helping successful leaders achieve a positive, long-term change in behavior: for themselves, their people and their teams. My practice is focused on micro-level behavioral change, not organizational change. I help leaders make the behavior changes that they believe will lead to increased effectiveness for themselves (which ultimately help the organization). 
Q. You mention how you work with people to make long-term, positive changes in behavior. How does this sit with a business world that is so focused on quarterly results, this month's actuals versus goal and what seems to be a continued micro-management of company's results down to the daily ups and downs. How do you work to make this long term change in such a short term focused business world?
I typically work with my clients for 15 to 24 months. The research on behavioral change is clear - change measured over a longer period of time is far more lasting than change measured over a short period of time. Instant "religious conversions" seldom last. "Motivational speeches" seldom have much long-term impact. If people are serious about making long-term change in behavior, they have to make a serious investment. If they don't want to do this, I don't judge them - I just don't work with them. My clients are extremely successful people. Their companies are willing to make a long-term investment in their development.
Q. I know the clients you work with are successful - you coach many of the top executives and CEO's in the business world today. Do you find an openness to your ideas concerning the integration of Buddha and business?
Since I am so widely published, most people who hire me are well aware of what I do and how I do it. They don't have any problems with my approach or philosophy. I really can't say if this is true for the larger population of executives, since those that don't approve of my approach wouldn't call me. In general I believe that our society is more open to different ideas than in the past. I have not felt any negative reaction to me being a Buddhist. Since I have been listed in almost every major publication as one of the top professionals in my field, it doesn't seem to be hurting my career!
Q. That's true! Marshall, can you tell us how you believe your meditative practice has influenced your work life. 
Meditation helps me more in the area of self-acceptance than the area of change. For some people a huge issue is guilt and lack of self-acceptance. For example, women (statistically) tend to have more guilt than men. In meditation, we can become aware of a constant voice that says, "You will be happier when...." The "when" can go from small things (adjust your foot) to big things (make a million dollars). To me, self-acceptance comes when you realize that striving is the cause of dissatisfaction. There is no "when". As I touched on earlier, the great Western disease is "I'll be happy when...." This is fueled by our most common art form - the commercial. My basic belief is that there is only one second when anyone can be happy. That is now.
Q. When you talk about self-acceptance and this idea of striving as the cause of much dissatisfaction, I am curious how this sits with many of the hard-charging business people you work with. Isn't striving to achieve our goals as a business person one of the first lessons we learn in being a professional?
The absence of striving does not mean the absence of achievement. I encourage people to enjoy the process of what they do. For example, I love my work. I have no plans on retiring. I have achieved a lot, but I do not equate achievement with happiness. To the best of my knowledge, none of the top people in my field have ever retired. Peter Drucker is 94 years old. He is still thinking and writing. I encourage my clients to enjoy and appreciate the process of their work. If they don't enjoy the process, no amount of money or status is worth it. If they do enjoy the process, they may well achieve more. 
Q. In an interview you did with Anna Teo in the "Business Times Asia", you mentioned your approach is more Eastern than Western. Specifically, you stated your approach, "...is more of a Buddhist approach....basically, let go of the past." Can you expand on this "Buddhist approach" and talk a bit about letting go of the past?
An important part of my coaching process (see "Changing Leadership Behavior" - an article posted on Marshall's website) involves me recruiting key stakeholders to help the person that I am coaching. In this process I have four requests for each stakeholder. One of the most important requests is that they "let go of the past". This is very consistent with the Buddhist view that "every time I take a breath, it is a new me." One of my great challenges is to help the people I coach get over stereotyping themselves and to help the key stakeholders get over stereotyping my clients. 
Q. I want to talk about this "letting go of the past." I know you mentioned this in terms of your clients and stakeholders. In business, there is much focus on modeling and averaging from the past - for example, adjustments to strategic direction, the budget process, learning from past decisions. How do you implement this request to "let go of the past" with people who do much of their decision making based on the past?
By "letting go of the past" I am referring to behavioral issues. I don't do strategic coaching. I just do behavioral coaching. To me "letting go" means not stereotyping ourselves or others based upon previous behavior. It means giving ourselves and others the opportunity to start anew.
Q. Along these same lines, developing of relationships in a positive manner is something that can arise out of a meditative practice - the openness and non-judgmental perspective. I am curious if you, as a behavioral coach, see this connection, and further, how you have seen it in your work?
In my work as a coach, I try to avoid judging others. I only help people change what they choose to change. I don't try to make people do anything. If the change doesn't come from inside them, it won't really happen and they will just be acting like a phony. I usually suggest that it is generally a good idea to "help more and judge less" when talking about our co-workers.
Q. In "Partnering: The New Face of Leadership" you talk about the importance of building partnerships - internal and external. In fact, the participants in your recent study indicated that building partnerships was of critical importance for leaders. You discuss some of these relationships will have to be between a leader who may not know as much as the employee and that this may be viewed less competitive and more of a partnership. This brings in the idea of ego and the self - two things Buddhism talks about extensively. Can you give us your thoughts on this idea of the leader as partner and where that puts ego and this idea of self in context?
In terms of partnering - it is very important for the leader to "let go" of ego and need to be "right" and "in control" all of the time. As Peter Drucker has said, "The leader of the past knew how to tell - the leader of the future will know how to ask." Knowledge workers (by definition) know more about what they are doing than their manager does. This is not a bad thing - this is necessary in tomorrow's world. The best leaders understand that success is more a function of the people being led than it is the leader.
Q. At Zen and Business we talk a lot about this idea of narrowing the gap between self and other; realizing as leaders that myself and the other are really one. Can you talk with us a bit about your thoughts on this separation and what you find in your coaching?
A key issue in effective coaching and effective leadership is removal of our own need to control. Ego issues are the major issues that I deal with for both coaches and the leaders that we coach. Coaches need to learn that other people are in charge of their own lives and not try to "make" people do what they don't really believe in. Leaders need to learn that ultimate success is caused by the people in the organization - not the leader. My coaching practice involves a lot of Buddhist thought including: letting go of the past, realizing we are all interdependent, accepting that change is always happening and accepting "what is."
Q. You have been working in the top echelon of corporate business for many years now. Can you tell us if you see business moving toward a more balanced approach to work-life and is this integration entering into people's frame of reference?
I definitely do not see business moving to more of a "work-life balance." This is a myth. Almost every corporate leader I meet is working harder than ever and feels greater pressure. Work hours for professionals in the USA are way up. This is not a theory - this is a fact. Globalization is leading to increasing pressure for productivity and performance. In the "old days" many corporate leaders worked 35-40 hours per week and took four week vacations. Those days are gone. In the "old days" if you didn't like your work, you could find satisfaction somewhere else. If you are working 60-80 hours per week and don't like what you are doing - you are living in hell. Most of my clients love what they do and are having a good time with their professions. If they aren't, I would suggest they find something else to do.
Q. Marshall, thank you so much for spending this time with us; it is very much appreciated. Any final thoughts to leave us with?
I hope that your readers find this interview useful.  Hopefully, this might encourage someone else to “come out of the closet” and be open about being a Buddhist!  I believe that our philosophy can do a lot to benefit the West.  We don’t have to “convert” anyone.  Thich Nhat Hanh (in "Living Buddha, Living Christ") points out how Buddhism and Christianity can be compatible.  
As Buddha suggested – we can share our ideas and let them be helpful to those who are open to hearing us.  By letting others “do only what works for you” we can let their positive experience say far more than our words. 
Life is good.
Marshall Goldsmith can be reached by email at Marshall@A4SL.com or you can call him at 858-759-0950. You can also visit his website for an excellent overview of his coaching, business, books, articles, events and thoughts; his website is at: www.marshallgoldsmith.com and make sure to visit the link to his personal site where he has a wealth of interesting items. Marshall is currently not accepting any new coaching clients for at least six months. Due to demand, his coaching fees are extremely high, however, he works with a wonderful group of coaches who can provide behavioral coaching (using Marshall's process) at a variety of price points - there is an excellent overview of these coaches at the website listed above.
"We all have a 'blind side' - that is behavior that others can see in us, but we can't see in ourselves. By being open to feedback we admit this is a reality. We are able to learn from others and change - instead of 'prove they are wrong' and stay the same. The perspective of others is the only thing that can enable us to do this."
Marshall Goldsmith
