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Have you ever struggled to stay fit, or to lose weight?  Do you ever find that you 
aren’t as patient and understanding with colleagues as you’d like to be?  Have you 
ever found yourself screaming out the window when another driver blindly cuts you 
off in traffic?  

If you’re like most people, your answers to these questions are “yes, yes and yes.”   
Most of us start out the day with the best of intentions, but then an unexpected 
“trigger” occurs in our environment, and suddenly we’re veering off course.  These 
triggers are constant and relentless: we walk by a local pastry shop that smells of 
fresh cinnamon buns, and suddenly there goes our plan to lower our daily carb 
intake.  Or, our mobile phone beeps at us while we’re eating, and we instinctively 
glance down at it instead of looking into the eyes of our dinner companion.  Such 
smells, sounds and other environmental triggers are largely outside of our control.  
Yet, we do have a choice in how we respond.

Marshall Goldsmith shows how we can overcome the negative trigger points in 
our lives, and enact meaningful and lasting change. Goldsmith has been helping 
successful leaders achieve positive, lasting change in behavior for more than thirty-
five years. He’s recognized as one of the top ten executive coaches in the world and 
his management books have sold over two million copies worldwide.  

As Goldsmith explains, environmental triggers are practically infinite in number, yet 
for some strange reason we’re generally oblivious to them.  With every waking hour 
we’re constantly being triggered by people, events, and circumstances that have the 
potential to derail us.  Sure, some triggers can be pleasant, like unexpected praise 
from our boss that pushes us to take that next step in our career.  But a great many 
triggers can be counterproductive, like that ice cream cone that tempts us off our 
diet.

Unless we move to outer space, there’s no way to live a life that’s completely devoid 
of unwanted triggers.  But with just a little bit of discipline and awareness, we can 
start to do a much better job of pinpointing the triggering moments that throw us off 
course, so we can more consistently avoid the bad ones, and repeat the good ones.  
In other words, it’s possible to make triggers work for us.

Triggers
Becoming the Person You Want to Be
By Marshall Goldsmith
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In Triggers, Goldsmith offers a number of easily implementable solutions, including 
a certain amount of daily self-monitoring, hinging around six “active questions” he 
developed for his power-broker clients. These are questions that measure our daily 
effort to achieve behavioral change, not just the results – because as we know, 
results may take some time.

The good news is that behavioral change doesn’t have to be complicated.   In fact, 
much of the advice Goldsmith offers is remarkably simple to absorb.   But we’re 
also reminded that “simple” is not the same thing as “easy,” because knowing what 
to do doesn’t necessarily mean that we’ll actually do it.   So before we dive into 
Goldsmith’s prescriptions for change, let’s first remind ourselves why change is so 
unbelievably difficult in the first place.       

Why Is Change So Hard?
Marshall Goldsmith knows firsthand that it’s very hard for most people to initiate 
behavioral change.  And it’s even harder to stay the course.  Why is this?

For starters, it’s hard to initiate change because while we know that change might be 
a good idea at some point in the future, we’re also quite adept at creating elaborate 
excuses for why we can’t take immediate action. 

Our rationalizations include creating a false belief that “today is a special day,” which 
then ostensibly lets us off the hook for errant behavior.  It’s too easy to yield to short-
term gratification because “today is the Super Bowl,” or “today is our anniversary.”  
We tell ourselves that tomorrow, we’ll be back to normal.   But too often, we just 
come up with another “special day” excuse right after that.  As Goldsmith explains, 
inconsistency is almost always fatal to change, so be careful with all those “special 
days.” 

Another common excuse is the “At least I’m better than So-And-So” defense. In a 
down moment, after a tough failure or screw-up, we often tell ourselves, “At least I’m 
better than Fred in Marketing.” We award ourselves a free pass because we’re not 
the biggest screw-up. That may be true, but comparing ourselves in a favorable way 
to poor performers only serves to lower the bar on our own motivation and discipline. 

Another key reason why behavioral change is difficult to initiate and sustain is 
because we often don’t manage our energy level well throughout the day.  First thing 
in the morning after a good night’s sleep we foolishly tell ourselves: “I won’t get tired 
and my enthusiasm will not wane.”  And of course most mornings, we generally 
do feel more optimistic and full of energy. But by midday, we usually become tired 
and are more vulnerable to throwing in the towel.  Even though this same pattern 
reoccurs most days, we fail to recognize that self-control is a limited resource.  
Consequently, we fail to use this resource to our advantage.

Lastly, some of us consider the possibility of change, but then we dismiss the idea 
for fear that changing the way we behave will mean we’re being “inauthentic.” Many 
of us have a misguided belief that how we behave today not only defines us but 
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also represents our fixed and constant self, forever. If we change, we’re somehow 
not being true to who we really are.  We refuse to adapt our behavior to new 
situations because “it just isn’t me.” For example, it’s not uncommon for the author 
to encounter a high-power executive who makes comments like, “I’m no good at 
giving positive recognition. That’s just not me.” Goldsmith then asks the person if he 
has an incurable genetic disease that is prohibiting him from giving his people the 
recognition that they deserve. “We can change not only our behavior but how we 
define ourselves,” he says. “When we willingly put ourselves in a box marked ‘That’s 
not me,’ we ensure that we’ll never get out of it.”

Despite all of this, the above-mentioned self-rationalizations – some profound, some 
silly – still don’t fully answer the question: Why don’t we become the person we 
want to be?  Why do we plan to be a better person on Monday, and then suddenly 
abandon that plan on Tuesday? There’s an even more powerful explanation than our 
clever self-rationalizations that explains why we don’t make the changes we want to 
make.  It’s called the environment.

It’s The Environment, Stupid
What makes positive behavioral change so difficult is that we have to do it in an 
imperfect world – a world that’s full of triggers that tend to pull and push us off 
course.  Most of us go through life unaware of how our environment shapes our 
behavior.  When we experience “road rage” on a crowded freeway, it’s not because 
we’re evil monsters. It’s because the temporary condition of being behind the wheel, 
surrounded by rude and impatient drivers, triggers a change in our otherwise calm 
and friendly demeanor. We’ve unwittingly placed ourselves in an environment that 
alters us.

In fact, some environments are designed precisely to tempt us into acting against our 
best interests. That’s what happens when we overspend at the high-end shopping 
mall.  Think about it: the whole retail experience is specifically engineered to trigger 
impulse purchases and liberate cash from our wallets.  So are casinos, for that 
matter.

What’s really strange, though, is that the mall or the casino didn’t suddenly jump out 
at us like a thief in a dark alley.  We’ve chosen to place ourselves in an environment 
that, based on past experience, will trigger the urge to buy something we neither 
need nor want.

“If we do not create and control our environment, our environment creates and 
controls us,” warns Goldsmith.  “Successful people are not completely oblivious to 
their environment.”

For example, do you know anyone who’s an accomplished sailor, or surfer?  If you 
do, you’ve probably noticed that they’re always checking their phones for weather 
updates.   These people aren’t only aware of their environment; they go out of 
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their way to forecast it.  Forecasting is what we must do after acknowledging the 
environment’s power over us. 

It’s the same with a trial attorney who never asks a question she doesn’t know the 
answer to. Her entire line of questioning is based on environmental awareness and 
forecasting.  The seasoned lawyer also anticipates that, in a heated moment, her 
exchange with the witness could easily become inflammatory, or even insulting. To 
keep the jury on her side, she reminds herself to stay cool and be fair. 

Apart from being skilled at forecasting, another thing that successful people tend 
to do very well is simply avoiding harmful environments in the first place.   Peter 
Drucker once famously said, “Half the leaders I have met don’t need to learn what 
to do. They need to learn what to stop.” It’s no different with our environment. Quite 
often our smartest response to an environment is avoiding it.  If you know you’re 
prone to drinking too much, then don’t hang out at a bar.  Or if you’re fair-skinned 
and burn easily, then skip the beach.

“Because of our delusional belief that we control our environment, we choose to 
flirt with temptation rather than walk away,” writes Goldsmith.   The fact is, our 
environment controls us much more than we’d ever want to admit.  And so, it’s very 
simple: to avoid undesirable behavior, do your best to avoid the environments where 
it’s most likely to occur. 

Adjusting To Our Environment
Of course there are many moments in life when avoidance is impossible. We have 
to engage, even if doing so puts us at risk of falling prey to unhelpful environmental 
triggers. 

In those cases, the solution is adjustment – which according to Goldsmith is harder 
than it sounds.  Adjustment only happens when we’re desperate to change, and/
or we’re shown the way by another person (such as a friend or coach). This was 
the case with a rising tech executive named Sachi, who Goldsmith met a couple 
of years ago in Silicon Valley.  Sachi was raised in a small village in India without 
money or advantage. She worked hard and, with great help from her proud parents, 
received her MBA from Stanford. At thirty she was already at the director level at a 
top software firm. 

Sachi told Goldsmith about her first return visit to her village.  She was having a 
pleasant dinner with seven of her old friends. One friend asked a seemingly innocent 
question: “What did you do last week?” So Sachi promptly shared the details of her 
very exciting week. She had flown to Paris for a conference and met with a number 
of very prominent individuals in her industry. She was successfully leading the 
development phase for an exciting new product.  As she spoke, she bubbled over 
with enthusiasm.  Then, following the dinner, Sachi’s friend Ranjini came up to her to 
say, “Do you think people want to hear you popping off about Paris and new products 
and CEOs? When did you become such a show-off?”
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It took Sachi a few sleepless hours that night to realize that she’d misread her 
environment and failed to make key adjustments to ensure the reunion was a 
success. She wasn’t dealing with a group of whiz kids in Silicon Valley. She was 
dealing with poor people who grew up with her but had never gone as far as she 
had. In her mind, she was simply sharing details of her life. In their minds she was 
rubbing their noses in it. 

But making mistakes is how we learn.  Sachi realized that a simple question can 
trigger a simple response that’s fine in one environment, yet completely wrong in 
another. On her next trip back, when she met with a group of villagers and was 
asked about her job, Sachi said, “Mostly technical stuff. There’s a lot of travel. That 
part is tough.” And then she promptly asked about their lives. “Sachi did what any 
successful person would do with a heightened awareness of her environment,” 
writes Goldsmith.  “She adjusted.” 

Say “AIWATT” To Triggers
Just about every human endeavor that’s worth doing comes with a “first principle” 
that dramatically improves our chances of success.

• In carpentry it’s 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.

Marshall Goldsmith offers his readers a first principle for becoming the person they 
want to be.  Follow it, and he virtually guarantees his readers will reduce their levels 
of stress, conflict and wasted time.  It is phrased in the form of a question we should 
be asking ourselves whenever we must choose to either engage with a trigger or 
simply let it go:

Am I Willing, 

At this time, 

To make the investment required 

To make a positive difference on this topic?

It’s a question that pops into Goldsmith’s head so often each day that he’s turned the 
first five words into an acronym, AIWATT (it rhymes with “eye what”). 

Like the physician’s principle, “Do no harm,” AIWATT doesn’t actually require us to 
do anything; it merely has us avoid doing something foolish.  AIWATT is the delaying 
mechanism we should deploy in the interval between trigger and behavior – after 
a trigger creates an impulse, but before we display any behavior we might later 
regret.  Saying “AIWATT” to ourselves in the heat of the moment creates a split-
second delay in our cynical, judgmental, argumentative, and selfish responses to 
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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’re taking responsibility for our own actions.  
We’re asking ourselves, “Do I really want to do this?”

• At this time, reminds us that we’re operating in the present. Circumstances 
may differ later on, demanding a different response. The only issue is what 
we’re facing now.

• To make the investment required reminds us that responding to triggering 
events requires work: an expenditure of time, energy, and opportunity. And, 
like any investment, our resources are finite. We’re asking, “Is this really 
the best use of my time and energy?”   For example, yelling at a driver who 
cuts you off in traffic requires energy.   And since he probably can’t hear 
you anyway, is it worth it?

• To make a positive difference places the emphasis on the kinder, gentler 
side of our nature. It’s a reminder that we can help create a better us or a 
better world. If we’re not accomplishing one or the other, then why are we 
getting involved?

• On this topic focuses us on the matter at hand. We can’t solve every 
problem.  Some problems are best left to others with more skill or better 
resources.  The time we spend on topics where we can’t make a positive 
difference is stolen from topics where we can.

AIWATT isn’t a universal panacea for all our interpersonal problems, but it does 
have a specific utility. It’s a reminder that our environment tempts us many times a 
day to engage in pointless skirmishes. And we can do something about it – by doing 
nothing. 

The Six Active Questions
Every evening, Marshall Goldsmith pays an assistant to call him and ask six identical 
questions that force Goldsmith to see if he has been true to his behavioural goals 
that day. He recommends that his readers try the same approach (if you don’t have 
the budget to pay someone to call you, consider setting up a daily reminder on your 
calendar or smartphone to review the questions and answer them out loud):

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

2. Did I do my best to make progress towards goal achievement?

3. Did I do my best to find meaning in my work today?

4. Did I do my best to be happy today?

5. Did I do my best to build positive relationships?
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6. Did I do my best to be fully engaged?

“When we set out to change our behaviour, it’s incredibly easy to slip,” explains 
Goldsmith. These six questions force you to be accountable to yourself on a day-to-
day basis.

As you likely noticed, Goldsmith’s six questions are deliberately phrased in such a 
way as to get at the idea of whether or not we “did our best.”  This wording makes 
it much harder for us to evade accountability for our actions.  For example, if the 
question was simply: “How happy was I today?,” you could very well answer “Not 
very happy,” and then turn around and blame it on some factor outside yourself (e.g. 
your “idiot” boss).  But that’s not the point.  We can’t control what our boss is like, 
but we sure can control how we react and behave.  Asking oneself: “Did I do my best 
to be happy today?” injects personal ownership into the whole equation, making it 
harder to pass the buck.

These daily questions are effective because they reinforce our commitment to 
change by providing structure.  Structure may sound a bit dry and boring, but 
it’s necessary.  When we make a shopping list, we’re imposing structure on our 
spending to remember to buy what we need and avoid buying what we don’t need. 
When we follow a recipe we’re relying on structure to simplify the complexity of 
cooking, and vastly improving our odds of delivering an appealing dish. When we 
formulate our “bucket list” we’re imposing structure on our future plans.

Structure also helps us combat decision fatigue. The more decisions we’re obliged 
to make, whether it’s choosing among the dozens of options when buying a new 
car or reducing the list of attendees at an off-site meeting, the more fatigued we get 
in handling subsequent decisions.  Generally, this then leaves us with two potential 
courses of action: 1) we make careless choices or 2) we surrender to the status quo 
and do nothing. 

A vivid real-life example of this appeared in a 2011 study of 1,100 decisions by an 
Israeli parole board. Researchers discovered that prisoners who appeared before 
the board early in the morning were granted parole 70 percent of the time while 
prisoners appearing late in the day were approved only 10 percent of the time.   By 
the end of the day, the members of the board had run out of gas, and their tendency 
at that point was to vote for the status quo.

Similarly, when we’re under the influence of decision fatigue, we’re more prone to 
inappropriate social interactions, such as talking too much, sharing intimate personal 
information with the wrong people, and being arrogant.   Knowing this, it should be 
obvious that making big decisions late in the day is taking a big risk.   

So why not structure your day so that all the really important decisions can be 
made in the morning?  For example, instead of meeting with your financial adviser 
after work to decide where your money goes, consider making it the first decision-
depleting event in your day, when you’re still running with a full tank. 
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Good Enough Is Never Good Enough
There are no absolutes in behavioral change.  Along our journey, we never achieve 
perfect patience, or generosity, or humility.  We all mess up once in a while, and 
that’s okay.  But what’s worrisome for Goldsmith is when the striving to do better 
stops, the lapses become more frequent, and we begin to coast on our reputation. 
That’s usually the point when we start to settle for “good enough.”  

Good enough isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  In many areas of life, chasing perfection 
is a fool’s errand, or at least a poor use of our time.  For instance, we don’t need 
to spend twenty minutes closely examining every gourmet mustard on the grocery 
store shelf to find the absolute best one; a good enough brand will suffice for our 
sandwich. 

For Goldsmith, the problem begins when this “good enough” attitude spills beyond 
our menu choices and into the things we say and do to people we care about.  The 
mustard on our sandwich can be good enough. But in the interpersonal realm – 
we’re talking about how a husband treats his wife, or a son deals with an aging 
parent, or a trusted friend responds when people are counting on him – good enough 
is setting the bar too low.  “Satisficing,” he says, is not an option. It neither satisfies 
nor suffices. It disappoints people, creates distress where there should be harmony, 
and, taken to extremes, ends up destroying relationships. 

So, as we begin to make real progress along the pathway to behavioral change – as 
we become more aware of our environment and learn to say AIWATT to triggering 
events, for example – we must recognize that there’s no end to this journey.   
Complacency is always our enemy.   Which is why it’s important to set lofty goals 
– ones that are not easily or quickly achieved.  “We tend to underestimate how the 
quality of our goals affects our long-term motivation,” writes Goldsmith.  “We fail at 
New Year’s resolutions because our goals are almost always about marginal stuff. 
Instead of taking aim at our core behavioral problems we create vague, amorphous 
targets like ‘take a class’ or ‘travel more’ this year.” A marginal goal always begets 
marginal effort, he warns. 

Conclusion
In the classic novel Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austin’s overbearing Lady Catherine 
de Bourgh boasts at length of her natural gifts for being quite musical, and then 
without a hint of irony, says “If I had ever properly learnt, I should have been a great 
proficient.”   

Unlike Lady Catherine, most of us feel regret’s sharp sting when we reflect back on 
the opportunities we’ve squandered, the efforts we failed to make, and the natural 
talents we never fully developed in our lives.  And usually after it’s too late to do 
much about it.  

Regret is the emotion we experience when we assess our present circumstances 
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and reconsider how we got here. We replay what we actually did at a given time, 
versus what we should have done, and we find our responses wanting.  Regret 
stinks.

Marshall Goldsmith gave us Triggers so that we can have less regret in our lives.   
He’s given us the tools to help us become the person we want to be.   Now the rest 
is up to us.    
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