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t the end of last week's column, I brought up the overall worthlessness of annual work reviews and introduced a

more optimistic feedback approach called "feedforward."

One of the researchers behind this concept is Avraham Kluger, a professor of organizational behavior at the Hebrew

University of Jerusalem who has spent much of his career studying feedback and listening.

A pivotal moment in Kluger's research came when he reviewed about 130 feedback studies that included more than

600 experiments.

"The most stunning thing for me in the results of those experiments was that there was no difference between positive

feedback and negative feedback in being effective," Kluger said. "On average, feedback improved performance

somewhat, but in 38 percent of the experiments performance went down."

We like to think of feedback as having a direct impact on employees. You say, "Good job," and people feel fulfilled and

want to replicate that behavior. You say, "Bad job," and people want to correct the behavior and do better next time.

But what Kluger realized is that a person's relationship with their job, or even with a particular aspect of that job, is a

crucial component to how feedback is received.

"It depends on whether you do things out of desire or you do things out of necessity," he said.

For example, if I write a column about something I really care about and an editor looks at a draft and says, "Wow,

that's great," that positive feedback will likely motivate me even more. But if the editor says the column idea is no

good, I may well disregard the negative feedback because it runs counter to my desire to write the column.

In that case, the positive feedback can motivate but the negative feedback is unlikely to be received.

When you do something out of necessity — Kluger used filling out an expense report as an example — the feedback is

processed differently. If someone in accounting tells you what a great job you did on your expense report, you might

actually put less work into it next time around.

"You'll tell yourself, 'OK, next time I don't need to organize it so well, I can just give it to them and let them deal with

it,'" Kluger said. "You get a signal that you've done too much, so the positive feedback leads you to slack the next time."

There can also be variances in feedback reception based on personality traits, leading Kluger to this conclusion: "If you
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know how to calculate all these different things in real time, then you can give effective feedback. Good luck with that."

It could be that the reason so many performance reviews are either useless or, in some cases, damaging is that we're

approaching employee evaluations entirely wrong.

Which brings us to the feedforward interview, which is broken into questions that start with getting the employee to

relate a successful work experience.

In a 2010 paper Kluger co-authored with his colleague Dina Nir, the suggested question is: "Could you please tell me a

story about an experience at work during which you felt at your best, full of life and in flow, and you were content even

before the results of your actions became known?"

From there, the interviewer asks the employee to identify the peak moment in that experience, and how he or she felt

at that moment.

The next question is: What were the conditions, in you, others and in the organization that allowed this story to

happen? In other words, what did you do right, what did co-workers do right and what did managers or the company

itself do right?

The final inquiry is the key: To what extent are your current behaviors at work or your plans for the immediate future

taking you closer to, or further away from, the conditions that allowed you to succeed in that story?

By eliciting a success story from the employee and probing the dynamics behind that success, the manager can quickly

get a sense of what that employee needs to succeed. Also, the worker can see how that success came together and have

a better sense of how to replicate the conditions.

If those conditions don't exist now or in the "immediate future," the manager and the worker will be motivated to

figure out how to set things right.

Everything about this approach is positive. There's no fear of bad feelings, and it gives both parties a forward-looking

view.

Kluger conducted this interview on me, as if he was my editor. It took about 10 minutes but it was, by far, the best

evaluation experience I've had. The questions led me to examine how and when I do my best work. There was no vague

"what do you hope to accomplish in the coming year?" chitchat, it was just a conversation that dissected my strengths

and what could be done to maximize those strengths.

"This changes the perspective of people," Kluger said. "You gave me the standard of what makes you flourish, and I'm

leaving it up to you to read the situation. People usually know what's wrong with them, but they can't see it because

they feel threatened. If I give them the space and accept them as they are, they will come to their own recognition of

what they need to do."

Most companies know full well that performance reviews are little more than busy work. There have been some

attempts to find more effective systems, but that often winds up being just a mild modification of the old approach.

The feedforward interview blows the old approach to pieces and puts it back together in a way that makes sense and

syncs with the way our minds work.

At its heart, it's about listening. And, as Kluger told me, "Listening is much safer than feedback."

TALK TO REX: Ask workplace questions — anonymously or by name — and share stories with Rex Huppke at

IJustWorkHere@tribpub.com, follow him on Twitter via @RexWorksHere and go to

www.chicagotribune.com/ijustworkhere for more stories.
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