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Introduction
Pauline was in a foul mood. She didn’t like doing
performance appraisals and had been deliberately
delaying her evaluation of Percy Pershing, who was
once her best salesperson but now seemed as un-
predictable as an unguided missile.

They had held a discussion a few months earli-
er on his performance that had left both of them
unsatisfied. Percy had felt betrayed because
Pauline didn’t acknowledge his hard work — in-
cluding spending a lot of after-sales time with cus-
tomers to help them install the product — but in-
stead focused on the poor sales. She seemed as
unpredictable as an unguided missile, he reflected.

Pauline was confused because Percy had
seemed surprised when she’d told him his work
was unsatisfactory, despite the clear goals they’d
mutually agreed on. His performance had picked
up since then, however, so she decided to get on
with the performance evaluation.

“Quantity of work?” she said to herself out
loud. “Good. Quality of work? Good. Aha, here’s
one. Relations with peers?”

Pauline remembered that Percy had engaged
in a harsh exchange with Lindsay, a new rep who’d
given an incorrect quote to one of Percy’s cus-
tomers eight months ago. Pauline decided to men-
tion the incident and rated Percy as “needs im-
provement.” She gave him the same rating for
“supports company objectives,” since he’d been

letting sales slide with the larger industrial cus-
tomers, even though it had been agreed in a staff
meeting that the largest customers would receive
more attention.

What about timeliness? He was usually on
time, but sometimes late for staff meetings when
he’d been with clients. Should she mention that?
Oh well, might as well remind him he’d been late a
few times.

The Reaction
When she was finished, she called Percy, went
over to his office and handed him the appraisal,
quickly leaving so he could ponder it alone. As he
read it, his initial curiosity turned to anger.

Although he might have handled the conflict
with Lindsay better, he was furious that Pauline
wasn’t acknowledging that Lindsay had cost him
almost $1,000 in commission — and that since
then he’d developed a great working relationship
with Lindsay, showing her the ropes. As for working
with large customers, the company wasn’t compet-
itive so he’d been spending his time where he
could get the best results, with smaller customers.
If only the company was more flexible on its dis-
count schedule for large customers, there would be
lots of potential, but nobody was interested in lis-
tening to his assessment of the situation.

He smiled, however, when he got to the last
comment: “I’m sure Percy will do better next year.”
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Last week the company’s chief competitor had called
him. He’d turned the job down because it meant mov-
ing his family to another city.

He picked up the performance appraisal, strode
over to Pauline’s office, and threw it on her desk. “I’m
tired of your criticism and random complaining!” he
thundered. “I’m outta here.”

He didn’t even return to his office. He got into his
car and drove home to call his new boss.

The Seminar
Pauline was stunned. She’d given Percy some pretty
good ratings. He knew he was tops. The stupid ap-
praisal process, she figured, was the problem.

In tears and at her wits’ end, she called her long-
time friend and mentor Audrey, who suggested Pauline
attend a seminar she was giving in two weeks’ time on
“Formula 2+2: The Simple Solution For Successful
Coaching.”

Audrey didn’t immediately launch into a discussion
of 2+2 at that session. Instead, she began with a dis-
cussion of how human behavior could best be influ-
enced: “You have to get the brain’s attention, provide
feedback on what’s being done well and what could be
done better, and provide encouragement for the
process of continuous improvement.”

Audrey mentioned several traps of management
practice that defy brain research. “So much of what we
do is based on threat, and yet the brain doesn’t func-
tion well under threat. So much of our feedback is de-
livered in the form of criticism, and yet the brain re-

sponds much more predictably to encouragement. And
finally, so much of what we do is expedient, violating
trust — when trust is the basis for the rapid positive
shaping of behavior.” 

Pauline raised her hand to make a comment.
“You’re right. I’ve found that most people are afraid of
feedback. They say they want to hear how they’re
doing, but they aren’t open to frank discussions of their
shortcomings. This is one of the factors that make per-
formance appraisal discussions with my staff so
painful. It’s the one time of the year when I can give
them solid suggestions on how they can improve, but
they’re usually not too receptive to my observations.”

Audrey noted that she used to experience the
same frustration. “I would use the performance ap-
praisal as my time to correct a person’s behavior, but
my staff seemed to be tuning me out. I discovered that
correcting behavior was only half of the manager’s job.
It was equally important that I recognized and rein-
forced what was going right.

“That’s the discipline of 2+2. It forces us to take a
balanced look at how our people are doing, placing
equal emphasis on what they’re doing well and what
they might need to improve. For many managers, this
is really quite revolutionary!”

Behavioral change, she pointed out, is more suc-
cessful when feedback is offered and received in a
positive environment where the trial-and-error ap-
proach is encouraged. That celebrates risk-taking —
and the mistakes that often result.

“It’s a process. Feedback doesn’t instantly enable
a person to modify behavior or perfect a new skill. We
have to give people the freedom to try and fail, then try
again and succeed, if we hope to achieve the desired
performance.

“For instance, it’s almost impossible to learn to ride
a bicycle without falling. Scraped elbows and knees are
a necessary part of the learning process. Parents and
friends help the process along by providing encourage-
ment. Trial, error and the resulting feedback lead to a
very steep but positive learning curve.

“As managers, we need to take responsibility for
celebrating our people’s successes as seriously as we
take responsibility for correcting their shortcomings. To
successfully carry out those dual responsibilities, man-
agers need to put into practice the secret of balance!
That’s the pivotal secret of the 2+2 feedback system.”
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The Details of 2+2
They took a break before Audrey began explaining the
2+2 system in more detail. She warned that most man-
agers spend their time looking for what people are
doing wrong and then jumping on them, figuring that
promotes good performance. But research shows one
of the best ways to stop behavior is to ignore it. People
need to have their good work reinforced and know that
their successes have been observed and appreciated. 

“Managers who focus on the mistakes their people
make without recognizing their successes are unknow-
ingly doing their best to stop their people from repeat-
ing what they do well!” she stated dramatically.

“Performance is likely to improve the most when
suggestions for improvement are balanced with com-
pliments. While the precise number of two compli-
ments and two suggestions is not the issue, balance is
essential. The 2+2 framework provides the needed bal-
ance, initially as a supplement to more formal evalua-
tion and perhaps later as an alternative to it.”

A man sitting near Pauline raised his hand. “I like
the idea of 2+2 but I think that using compliments as a
way of getting into a discussion of problems may be
unethical. I don’t like the idea of hidden agendas. Any-
way, employees will know that the compliments are
simply a prelude to that discussion,” he said.

Audrey had a ready answer. “It’s important to un-
derstand that 2+2 compliments aren’t simply vehicles
to get to the suggestions for improvement. Compli-
ments and suggestions are equally important and won’t
be effective unless they’re both offered with full sinceri-
ty. There are no hidden agendas. The 2+2 feedback
system has two equally strong objectives: first, recog-
nize successes so they can be reinforced and repeat-
ed, and second, encourage improvements in areas that
are most in need of change. The success of 2+2 de-
pends very much on the trusting relationship between a
manager and his team.”

Timeliness, Audrey explained, is important in feed-
back. People need to make course corrections regular-
ly, not just once or twice a year. “Somewhere between
the casual thank-you and the annual performance re-
view lies the manager’s need to let people know what
they’re doing well and what they must improve. Power-
ful feedback has a short shelf life. Research shows that
our biggest opportunity to reinforce or change behavior
is close to the time the behavior occurs. When some-

body gets too far off course, it becomes much more dif-
ficult to bring them back on target. That’s why after the
magic of balance, the next secret of 2+2 is timeliness.”

Many well-intentioned managers, she noted, hope
to give their people space, and therefore shy away
from providing adequate feedback on a regular basis.
But that forces subordinates to be mind readers. And
then when things start to go awry, the manager gets
fed up and explodes. 

She calls that the SEWER trap — an acronym for
Silent Except When EnRaged. Instead, 2+2 concen-
trates on being timely, with regular feedback. And its
spirit is one of helpfulness and encouragement. If you
approach feedback with that spirit, your people are
more likely to respond in a positive manner, with less
defensiveness and more openness.

The third secret, she told seminar participants after
lunch, is focus. “It’s well known that behavior is more
likely to be influenced if feedback addresses no more
than one or two elements at any given time. In light of
this, it makes no sense to overwhelm a person with a
huge laundry list of successes and failures — most of
which would likely be forgotten. However, that’s exactly
what happens in many performance appraisal meet-
ings. People often feel like they’re facing a fire hose as
their manager quickly and superficially runs through a
large list of performance criteria.

“Instead, 2+2 focuses the feedback in such a way
that only two of the most important compliments and
suggestions are covered. Other issues — positive or
negative — even if important, can wait until another
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time. With 2+2, time and attention are reserved for the
most important issues only.”

Putting It to Work
Pauline left the seminar excited to put her new ideas to
work. But initially she struggled, finding it harder than
she’d expected.

When she called Audrey for advice, she was told it’s
helpful to set the scene before starting to use 2+2. Since
the system is a significant change in a manager’s inter-
action with staff, it’s best to talk with them about the
concept of 2+2 so they know what you’re trying to do.

As well, the fourth secret of 2+2, Audrey explained,
is specificity. “After you identify the points you want to
raise, I strongly recommend you build specificity into
your comments. For 2+2 feedback to be effective, you
need to be able to provide specific examples of the be-
havior you’re describing. In addition, you should be
very specific about the reasons your suggestion or
compliment is important. Without specific examples,
the person may miss your point. Then he or she may
become defensive or, in some cases, even hostile in-
stead of acting on the feedback.”

The final secret, Audrey revealed after Pauline start-
ed to become more comfortable, is follow-up. The man-
ager has to show he or she cares by being prepared to
schedule a follow-up phone call or meeting after the ini-
tial session to indicate concern about the outcome.

“Often, additional meetings and calls are unnecessary
and not helpful for either the employee or manager. But
sometimes a follow-up meeting or phone call can make
all the difference. Follow-up is just one more opportuni-
ty to remain aware of and guide a person’s progress.”

Conclusion
One day, an unexpected visitor appeared at Pauline’s
door. It was Percy!

She apologized for their last interaction. “I’m
ashamed. I never should have handled your perform-
ance appraisal the way I did. You were too valuable a
team member for me to let you walk.”

Percy was visibly moved. “Thanks, Pauline. I came
here to ask you if there would still be a position here
that I could fill. I realize this company is where I belong.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Pauline called the
HR department and set everything in motion. Percy re-
joined her team — and it was soon a highly improved

team, as 2+2 became the catalyst for better morale
and performance, with Pauline using the format to hear
her staff’s views on what they needed to do their job
better. Percy even got Pauline’s approval to match
competitors’ discounting in return for customers agree-
ing to longer-term contracts.

Two years later, Percy Pershing, with Pauline’s sup-
port, had moved on to become sales manager in an-
other department. And she was guiding him in using
2+2 to improve his stewardship of his new staff. e
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