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CHAPTER ONE

COACHING FOR BEHAVIORAL CHANGE

By Marshall Goldsmith

My mission is to help successful leaders achieve positive, long-term, measur-
able change in behavior: for themselves, their people, and their teams.
When the steps in the coaching process described below are followed, leaders
almost always see positive behavioral change—mnot as judged by themselves, but
as judged by preselected, key stakeholders. This process has been used around
the world with great success—by both external coaches and internal coaches.!

Our “Pay for Results” Executive Coaching Process

Our coaching network (Marshall Goldsmith Group) provides coaches for leaders
from around the world. All of the coaches in our network use the same proven
process. We first get an agreement with our coaching clients and their manag-
ers on two key variables: (1) what are the key behaviors that will make the big-
gest positive change in increased leadership effectiveness and (2) who are the key
stakeholders that can determine (six 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 #ime did I spend in coaching?” Neither of these is a good metric for achiev-
ing a positive, long-term change in behavior.

In terms of liking the coach—I have never seen a study that showed that cli-
ents’ love of a coach was highly correlated with their change in behavior. In fact,



4 Coaching for Leadership

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 have an impact on billions of dollars—their time is
more valuable than mine. I try to spend as lttle of their time as necessary to achieve
the desired results. The last thing they need is for me to waste their time!

Qualifying the Coaching Client

Because 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 who we
believe will greatly benefit from our coaching process.

Knowing When Behavioral Coaching Won’t Help

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 who are seen as poten-
tially 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 coach-
ing for successful executives—not strategic coaching, life planning, or organi-
zational change. I have the highest respect for the coaches who do this kind of
work. That is just not what our coaches do. Therefore, we onfy focus on chang-
ing leadership behavior. If our clients have other needs, we refer them to other
coaches.
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Finally, I would never choose to work with a client who has an integrity viola-
tion. We believe that people with integrity violations should be fired, not coached.

When will our approach to behavioral coaching work? If the issue is leader-
ship behavior, 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.

Involving Key Stakeholders

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

In phase one—1 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 respondents.” In our research we have learned that the key variable
for successful change in leadership behavior is nof the coach, teacher, or advisor.
The key variables that will determine long-term progress are the leaders being
coached and their coworkers.

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—1 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 dramatically.®

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

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. It



Coaching for Leadership

cannot be changed. By focusing on a future that can get better (as opposed to a
past that cannot), the key stakeholders can help my clients improve. (We call this
process feedforward, instead of feedback.?)

Be helpful and supportive, not cynical, sarcastic, or judgmental. As part of our coach-
ing process, my clients involve key coworkers 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’ cowork-
ers are helpful and supportive, my clients’ experience increased motivation and
are much more likely to improve.

Tell the truth. 1 do not want to work with a client, have him or her get a glow-
ing 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.

Puck 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 process.? In one of my
most successful case studies, I was asked to coach one top executive—and about
two hundred 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!

L. Involve the leaders being coached in determining the desired behavior in their leadershup 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
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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 stake-
holders. The people who I am coaching are all CEOs or potential CEOs,
and the company is making a real investment in their development. However,
at lower levels in the organization (that are more price sensitive), traditional
360-degree feedback can work very well. In either case, feedback is critical. It
1s impossible to get evaluated on changed behavior if there is no agreement
on what behavior to change!

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 one to three key areas for behavioral change with each client.
This helps ensure maximum attention to the most important behavior. My cli-
ents 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 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—mnot 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.
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8. Review results and start again. If the person being coached has taken the pro-
cess seriously, stakeholders almost invariably report improvement. We then
build on that success by repeating the process for the next twelve to eighteen
months. This type of follow-up will ensure 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 ques-
tionnaire 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 cre-
ate a dependency relationship between coach and client. Although 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

Behavioral coaching is only one branch in the coaching field, but it is the most
widely used type of coaching. Most requests for coaching involve behavioral
change. Although this process can be very meaningful and valuable for top exec-
utives, 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 lead-
ing people can have an even greater impact if it is a twenty-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 model
for personal development) may be even more important than what the executive
1s trying to change. One key message that I have given every CEO that I coach is
“To help others develop—start with yourself.”

Dr. Marshall Goldsmith has recently been recognized as the most influential
leadership thinker in the world in the Thinkers50/HBR global biannual study.
He has also been described in American Management Association as one of the top fifty
thinkers and leaders who have influenced the field of management over the past
eighty years; in the Wall Street Journal as one of the top ten executive educators;
in Forbes as one of the five most-respected executive coaches; in the Economic Time
(India) among the top CEO coaches of America; in Fast Company, called America’s
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preeminent executive coach; and he has received a lifetime achievement award
(one of two ever awarded) from the Institute for Management Studies. Marshall is one
of a select few executive advisors who have been asked to work with over 120
major CEOs and their management teams. He is the million-selling author of
numerous books, including New York Times best-sellers MOF0 and What Got You
Here Won't Get You There (also a Wall Street Journal #1 business book and winner of
the Harold Longman Award for business book of the year). Contact Marshall at
marshall@marshallgoldsmith.com and www.marshallgoldsmith.com.
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