
THE

POWER
FEEDBACK

35 Principles
for

Turning Feedback 
from Others into

Personal and Professional
Change

J O S E P H  R .  F O L K M A N

JOHN WILEY & SONS, INC.

OF


POWER.
FEEDBACK




File Attachment
C1.jpg





THE

POWER
FEEDBACK
OF





THE

POWER
FEEDBACK

35 Principles
for

Turning Feedback 
from Others into

Personal and Professional
Change

J O S E P H  R .  F O L K M A N

JOHN WILEY & SONS, INC.

OF



Copyright © 2006 by Joseph R. Folkman. All rights reserved.

Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey.
Published simultaneously in Canada.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as
permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright
Act, without either the prior written permission of the Publisher, or
authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the
Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA
01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 646-8600, or on the web at
www.copyright.com. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be
addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111
River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or
online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author
have used their best efforts in preparing this book, they make no
representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or
completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any
implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose.
No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or
written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may
not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional
where appropriate. Neither the publisher nor author shall be liable for
any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not
limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

For general information on our other products and services or for
technical support, please contact our Customer Care Department within
the United States at (800) 762-2974, outside the United States at (317)
572-3993 or fax (317) 572-4002.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some
content that appears in print may not be available in electronic books.
For more information about Wiley products, visit our web site at
www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:

Folkman, Joe.
The power of feedback : 35 principles for turning feedback from

others into personal and professional change / Joseph R. Folkman.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 13: 978-0-471-99820-4 (cloth)
ISBN 10: 0-471-99820-6 (cloth)

1. Communication in organizations. 2. Feedback (Psychology) 
3. Organizational change. I. Title.

HD30.3.F65 2006
650.1′3—dc22

2006005659

Printed in the United States of America.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

www.wiley.com


To my family,
who continue to give me feedback

and patiently wait for change.
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Foreword

In 1798, Scottish poet Robert Burns wrote:

“O wad some Power the giftie gie us
To see oursels as ithers see us!
It wad frae mony a blunder free us . . .”

Burns clearly saw the need for people to develop
more accurate views of their behavior, because it would
free them from committing many of life’s mistakes. The
solution that Burns’ poem suggests, however, is for some
divine Power to provide that wonderful insight. As far as
I can tell, that has not been happening for the great ma-
jority of us.

I would like to believe that Burns would rejoice to
learn, some 200 years later, that people are seeing the
same need he saw, but they are discovering powerful and
practical vehicles to make that occur, without troubling
the divine, cosmic Powers to take the responsibility.
Burns probably could not have envisioned the day de-
scribed in the book you are about to read. He would be



amazed at the practical tools that have been created to
help us shrink the gap between how we’re seen and how
others see us.

Some books are worthy of being recommended sim-
ply because of their subject matter. Their topic is of such
import that any treatise presenting new ideas and a use-
ful way to frame the subject would be worth the invest-
ment of time and money to read. The topic of feedback
fits that description. There is no greater force to improve
the quality of human relationships or improve the way
organizations function than to multiply the amount and
improve the quality of feedback.

Other books are worthy of being recommended be-
cause their content is of great practical use, such as
when an author takes an otherwise abstract, obtuse sub-
ject and turns it into an actionable, practical set of
things to do. Joe Folkman has accomplished that task by
presenting key findings from his long career in helping
individuals and organizations to develop feedback-rich
environments. He has devoted his career to the impor-
tant issue of helping individuals and organizations
change through the use of a variety of surveys and
feedback instruments. But his message goes far beyond
the creation of better instruments to address the more
important issues of how such instruments are to be
used and the degree to which dedicated follow-up
should occur. Therein lies the truly important contribu-
tion of his book. Better yet, he presents compelling sta-
tistical evidence for what happens when these steps
are taken.
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Finally, some books contain information of high
value, but the effort required to extract that information
often exceeds the value derived. I predict that most read-
ers will be entranced by the extensive illustrations and
examples from Joe Folkman’s consulting background that
clarify these principles and make them come alive. Ordi-
narily, employee surveys and feedback tools would rival
macroeconomics for sheer lack of excitement, but in this
case, the author has made this topic highly engaging and
accessible.

So, here you have the best of everything—an impor-
tant topic; a talented, entertaining, and highly qualified
author; content that is practical, and a text written in an
easily comprehended manner. Enjoy.

John H. “JACK” ZENGER
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Introduction

Feedback can be very powerful. Those who look for and
accept it position themselves to be more competent and
capable. Those who resist, reject, or avoid it doom them-
selves to the limitations of their own personal insights—
which may be right or wrong, but they will never know.
They fail to see the power in feedback.

Without feedback we are flying blind. Others see
things we can’t see. In performance assessments de-
signed to measure individual effectiveness, it has been
found that those who are the least effective at accurately
predicting their strengths and weaknesses are the indi-
viduals themselves.

In an assessment looking at over 1,000 managers, we
asked direct reports if their managers actively looked for
opportunities to get feedback. Only 16 percent of man-
agers had consensus from their teams that “actively look-
ing for feedback” was a strength. Of 49 items assessing
effectiveness, this item was one of the most negative. In
another survey, we asked thousands of people if they reg-
ularly received feedback on their performance. Almost
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half of the respondents (46 percent) answered the ques-
tion negatively or neutrally. Most people do not feel they
lack feedback from others on how they could improve
their performance at work, how they could be a better
parent, how they could be a more considerate and caring
spouse or friend, or simply how they could become a bet-
ter person. For many people, the typical reaction to new
feedback is to say, “So what, I’m too busy to do anything
about it anyway.”

To the question, “In the past month has someone
given you feedback or made a suggestion on how you
might improve?” the vast majority of us would answer,
“Yes.” But to the follow-up question, “Have you improved
or made any changes because of that feedback?” we would
likely reply, “No.” Likewise, if you ask people, “Do you
know of any ideas you could implement that would make
you more effective?” most would reply, “Yes.” But most
people feel they can only juggle so many balls at a time,
and so many of those ideas remain unimplemented.

Most people receive much more feedback than they
are willing or able to implement. They receive feedback
from many sources, including books, articles, friends,
coworkers, bosses, spouses, and children. To cope with
all this information, some stop listening; others become
defensive. Some blame others, and others simply ignore
or don’t understand the feedback. The problem of receiv-
ing more feedback than we can use reminds me of an
agricultural joke I was once told:

An agricultural consultant goes to visit a local farmer.
After observing the operation carefully, the consultant
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asks the farmer if he would like some suggestions on
how to improve his farm. The farmer replies, “No, I al-
ready know dozens of things I should be doing to run
this farm better, and I don’t do any of those. Why should
I add more to the list?”

A growing trend is to provide people with more and
more performance feedback on their strengths and weak-
nesses. Companies institute performance appraisal
processes with more feedback, including upward evalua-
tions, 360-degree or four-way feedback, and peer evalua-
tion systems. These companies hope to involve more
people than just the boss in assessing a person’s perfor-
mance. The idea behind the trend is the more informa-
tion and feedback people receive, the more effective they
will be.

Getting feedback from multiple sources is an effec-
tive way to discover the strengths and weaknesses in our
performance. Feedback frequently helps us understand
the attributes we would not otherwise notice, but which
may be obvious to others. Although people are receiving
more feedback, changes in their behavior do not seem to
be taking place. As with antibiotics that are used too fre-
quently, people quickly begin to build immunities to
feedback and resist making changes.

Also, people who receive an abundance of helpful
feedback early in their careers often find, later in their ca-
reers when they become managers, the feedback seems
less open, honest, and straightforward, and more politi-
cally loaded. To help managers obtain more open and can-
did feedback, many organizations now ask employees to
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complete anonymous surveys for each manager at several
key points: those who manage the manager, the man-
ager’s peers, and those who report to the manager. But,
although the feedback process has become an increas-
ingly popular way to “send the message,” frequently the
people receiving the feedback still do not “get the mes-
sage,” nor do they change as a result of the process.

The purpose of this book is to help you accept,
prioritize, plan for, and change as a result of the feed-
back you receive. The approach I use has been refined
through my experience in working with thousands of
people who have received performance feedback. The
people who change as a result of feedback are not nec-
essarily stronger or smarter than those who don’t, but by
following a few simple principles and steps, lasting and
effective change is possible.

WHY THIS BOOK?
As I considered writing this book, I thought about how I
could provide new insights and expand on the ideas de-
scribed in my first book, Turning Feedback into Change.

Many people who read that book indicated it had been
very helpful. For over 10 years, it has guided people to
process and apply the feedback they receive. In fact, my
personal mission during the first 20 years or so of my ca-
reer—largely in the area of designing feedback systems
and providing people with feedback—might best have
been characterized as “helping people figure out what is
wrong and then fixing it.” During those years, I followed
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that mission diligently. In 1999, Jack Zenger and I began
a detailed analysis of hundreds of thousands of feedback
surveys collected over many years. Our research uncov-
ered some powerful new insights. Our analysis led me to
verify some of the advice I had been giving to clients
over the years, but it also caused me to question other
advice. For this reason, I felt a strong need to write a new
book and share some of these amazing findings.

For most people, giving and receiving feedback has
been more of a negative than a positive experience.
Although most feedback results contain both positive
and negative feedback, by and large most people focus
on the negative and believe that the key to self-
improvement is found in fixing their weaknesses. In our
research, we found that the key to predicting highly ef-
fective people was not the absence of weaknesses, but
rather the presence of a few profound strengths. To be
perceived by others as highly effective, people need to
have strengths. We also found that successful people do
not have to be perfect at everything, but they do need
to be highly effective at a few important skills. Feed-
back not only ought to help people discover what
they need to do to improve, but it also ought to help
them understand what skills they could develop into
strengths. A key to being highly successful is doing
some things well. But investing all our time and energy
in fixing our weaknesses does not necessarily help us
build strengths. The results of our research made
it clear that developing a moderate strength into a
profound strength would have a far greater impact on
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performance than fixing something that was slightly
below average.

Change is difficult. It takes great commitment, effort,
and practice. The one key ingredient that is an absolute
necessity for change to occur is passion. We can’t change
something that others want us to change when we half-
heartedly agree to “work on it.” So, rather than working
on fixing issues that you don’t really care about, why not
find an issue for which you have a passion? Too often,
people feel they need to work to change issues that oth-
ers want them to change. This attitude represents com-
pliance, not commitment.

The process of going from poor performance to good
performance is more straightforward than going from
good to great. It is usually very clear what needs to be
done to improve poor performance or to overcome “fatal
flaws.” Weakness, errors, or problems are easily seen and
the solutions are often intuitively obvious. But the pro-
cess of going from good to great is much harder. People
talk about “building strengths,” but in our research we
learned that the process is different. The great learning
from the analysis was that people who have exceptional
skills in a specific area are also skillful in performing
some of what we call “companion behaviors.” What cre-
ates exceptional ability is the interaction of multiple
skills. We also found that improvement in companion
skills would have a remarkable impact on perceived
performance.

Everyone seems to have some skill or ability that
might be thought of as a gift or strength. We seem to grav-
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itate toward that activity whenever we have a choice. Our
continual approach of accepting our gifts but working to
improve our weakness has many of us trying to change
things we don’t care much about, but we dutifully go
about trying to do it anyway. In a series of recent semi-
nars, I asked people to write down the one skill that, if
they performed it with a high level of expertise, would
make the most difference in their ability to be successful
in their current job. It was not difficult for people to iden-
tify this skill. After they had written down the skill that
came to mind, I then asked them to review performance
objectives that had been established with their managers
six months before. Only about 20 percent of the people
were working on improving the one skill that would help
them the most. This book explores the process of moving
from fixing weaknesses to building on strengths.

When I was a teenager, I attended a party in which
someone demonstrated a magic trick called “broom
over.” Everyone was seated in a circle, and a person in
the center of the circle held a broom. Another person
would walk into a closet, where he or she could hear, but
not see what was going on. The person in the center of
the circle would hold the broom over the head of some-
one sitting in the circle and say, “Broom over, broom
over who?” Then the person in the middle would sit back
down in the center of the circle, and the person waiting
in the closet would come out and guess the person
who’d had the broom held over his or her head. The per-
son holding the broom and the person in the closet were
100 percent accurate.
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