Marshall Goldsmith Profile
by Bob Dickman
My mission is to help you have a happier life.
Do you have any objections to this mission?
For several years now, Marshall Goldsmith has had a simple mission - to help his clients - and the people around his clients - have happier lives. He came “out of the closet” about his mission during an executive development session with a group of investment bankers. Marshall was describing the process of helping successful leaders achieve a positive, long-term change in behavior. One banker asked, “How will this stuff help us make more money?” 
Marshall thought about the question and said, “I believe, in the long run, that this process will help your business succeed and will help you make more money, but “in the big stream of life” that is not what is most important to me”. He then got up the nerve to say (for the first time), “My mission is to help you – and the people around you - have a happier life.” He looked at the faces of the executives in the room, expecting some kind of challenge. Then Marshall asked, “Does anyone have any objection to this mission?” No one objected. He has since asked this question to thousands of successful leaders. So far, no one has ever objected. 
Rated as one of five top executive coaches in Forbes and one of the “top ten” executive educators in The Wall Street Journal, Marshall’s clients come to him with one common desire – to improve in changing the most important behavior as judged by the most important people. Marshall’s approach is not centered on helping his clients get more power, status or money. Instead his passion is to make his clients happier and better human beings. All the rest naturally follows. 
“The vast majority of my clients are smart, high achieving executives who have learned to do most of their jobs extremely well. But they may become so focused on their immediate objectives that they miss the impact of some of their behavior on the people around them.” 
This is important because Marshall sees effective corporate leadership not as coming from a single charismatic executive, but as growing out of a network of relationships. He believes that tomorrow’s most successful corporate leaders will be the ones with the ability to foster positives partnerships. Marshall’s long-term study of Buddhism, with its emphasis on the interconnection of all things, has helped him formulate his unique coaching strategy. 
“I have learned to spend as much time coaching the people around my clients as I spend with the clients themselves. In this way I try to bring the greatest benefit to the greatest number of people.” As Marshall sees it, “Anyone can change. If people want to change and they are willing to work on the process, they can always get better.” 
An important factor in increasing the probability of successfully changing behavior is the client’s willingness to the devoting the time needed to “make it stick”. For that reason Marshall only takes on clients who are willing to dedicate at least a year to the coaching process. He also works only with clients who have the courage to admit they want to improve and the humility to ask their colleagues for help.
One of Marshall’s first tasks is to determining the key stakeholders that impact his client’s lives. As he notes, “I only get paid after people get better. ‘Better’ is not determined by me or my client – ‘better’ is determined by the key people around my client.”
Marshall works with his clients and their managers to establish clear goals for changing behavior. His clients then begin a very disciplined process of ongoing involvement with key stakeholders. This process almost invariably helps them achieve their behavioral goals as judged by the people around them. The entire process helps build a network of positive relationships. 
The executives Marshall works with are often under great stress. Though highly successful, they sometimes feel that “life is unfair”. Over-demanding bosses, unreasonable peers or under-performing direct reports can seem like good reasons why things aren’t going as well as they “should be”. 
Marshall has a small picture in his office that was taken when he visited Mali as a Red Cross volunteer during the great African famine of 1984. During this period there was not nearly enough food to feed all of the hungry children. The picture shows Marshall with a Red Cross worker who is measuring the circumference of children’s arms. If the arm was too small, the child was considered beyond help and was taken away to starve. If the arm was too large, the child was not considered to be in immediate danger and was given no food. Only the children in the middle received food. 
Marshall talks about this picture with people who start complaining because “life isn’t fair”. He points out that life is indeed not fair and that most people living in the United States should be thankful for this fact every day. He notes that people who have nice families and live in lovely home in great neighborhoods probably shouldn’t complain too much. Marshall is good at getting people to focus on what they can change and getting them to “let go” of what they cannot change.
An expert in helping others change, I asked Marshall if there was something he was working on changing in himself. “A few years ago I was in a small commercial plane when the pilot announced that the landing gear would not engage. We spent the next hour and a half circling the field waiting to run out of fuel. During that time I asked myself if I felt regret about anything. I realized that over the years I had received many wonderful gifts from friends, family members, partners and clients. I had not done nearly enough to thank the people who were so good to me.” 
Today Marshall writes around two thousand thank-you notes a year. “One key to happiness is feeling and expressing gratitude for all of the experiences that have created our lives.”
Marshall’s favorite saying is, “Life is good.”

