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I am thrilled to have Dwight and Doug Allen’s book, Formula
2+2: The Simple Solution for Successful Coaching, as part of my
Berrett-Koehler series. The authors are two of the brightest peo-
ple I have ever met, and they’re bringing new insights and cre-
ativity to an area that badly needs help: performance feedback.

So often when I ask people, “How do you know whether
you’re doing a good job?” they tell me, “I haven’t been chewed
out lately by my boss.” In other words, no news is good news.
Too many managers are “seagull” managers. They’re not around
until there’s something wrong; then they fly in, make a lot of
noise, dump on everybody, and fly out. All too often, feedback
from managers focuses on the negative.

In this marvelous book, Doug and Dwight Allen rightfully
contend that many people think performance feedback is
“about as much fun as a trip to the dentist.” They suggest there
is a better way. Their 2+2 system is an ongoing coaching and
feedback process that can supplement and humanize feedback
strategy and make it more effective for any manager.

With the 2+2 process, when managers or leaders meet with
a member of their team, they share at least two compliments—
two positive behaviors they’ve noticed the person doing that
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deserve to be recognized. This is a formula for success because
when people feel appreciated, they drop their defenses and be-
come willing to listen to feedback. Then the manager or leader
makes two suggestions—ideas that might help the person im-
prove. As a result of this process, there is a wonderful balance
in the kind of feedback people receive.

Dwight Allen has been a seminal thinker in human devel-
opment for many years. I first met him in the late 1960s at Ohio
University in Athens, Ohio, where I went—straight out of
graduate school at Cornell University—for my first teaching
opportunity. Dwight was on campus to give a public lecture to
people interested in education. After he was introduced, he
pulled a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket, held it up, and
said, “I’ll give this hundred-dollar bill to anyone in this audience
who can name for me the capitals of North and South Dakota
and North and South Carolina.”

No one in the audience could name all the capitals. Dwight
laughed and said, “How many of you had to take a capitals test
when you were in school?” A knowing smile came across every-
one’s face. Then Dwight said, “I once caught a teacher giving 
a capitals test to her class. When I asked why she didn’t put 
atlases around the room during the test so the kids could look
up the answers, she said, ‘I can’t do that; all the kids would get
them right.’ ”

Dwight laughed again and said, “What is education? A
zero-sum game? Some win and some lose? Somebody once
asked Einstein what his telephone number was and he went to
a phone book. An intelligent person knows how to find infor-
mation, not store it.”

With that introduction, Dwight completely captured my
imagination. I had always felt that performance evaluation was
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a problem in organizations. Most of the focus was put on sort-
ing people out and making sure that not too many people won.
That really bothered me. Dwight’s thinking unleashed all kinds
of options when it came to managing people’s performance.

By the time Dwight concluded his lecture with his big-
picture dream and vision for education, he had me hooked. It
wasn’t even a year later that Margie and I followed him to
Amherst, Massachusetts, where Dwight had taken over as dean
of the School of Education. We wanted to “chase his windmill.”
Dwight felt we could get better results in education by random
chance than by doing what we were doing. He eliminated all
the courses that were being taught and we started over from
scratch. When I arrived, I taught Experimental Classes 155, 156,
and 157. As I look back, those years were the most exciting I
have ever had in education.

During my years at Amherst I also met Doug Allen. I was
delighted to reconnect with him a few years ago. As you’ll see
in these pages, Doug is as creative a thinker as his dad.

Read this book. Practice the concepts presented. I guaran-
tee it will make a difference in the way your organization op-
erates. The 2+2 feedback and coaching system will help you
develop enthusiastic people to better serve your customers and
contribute greatness to your organization.

ken blanchard
coauthor of the one minute manager®
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Though I’ve never really thought about it before, Formula 2+2
has led me to realize that I’ve depended upon feedback and en-
couragement all my life. I know that if people ever stop laugh-
ing, I’m in trouble. Take my concert performances for instance.
The live audience is all about feedback. The spontaneous laughs,
applause—even the occasional jeer—all tell me whether I’m on
track and getting my message across.

The real-time feedback I rely upon is frequently missing
from the workplace. In many organizations, the only feedback
you can count on is the annual evaluation, and it is almost al-
ways stale news by the time you get it. “Speedy” feedback is de-
fined as semiannual or quarterly appraisal—not much better.
Too often, the little feedback offered is feared, not welcomed.

In comedy it’s the other way around. It’s the immediate and
positive feedback that keeps you going. When the laughter
stops, you know you have to do something different—and fast.
Comedy involves lots of improvisation. Even tried-and-true rou-
tines are adapted to the audience in real time—you need to re-
spond to the moment. Isn’t it obvious that the workplace should
encourage a similar response to the moment? But that’s pretty
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unrealistic if immediate response means as soon as possible—
after the semiannual review!

That’s why this book is so important. If you take it to heart,
its message can change your whole attitude toward feedback. I
have seen firsthand how this can happen. At the University of
Massachusetts, where I was a doctoral student, Dwight Allen
created a school of education that lived and breathed feedback
and encouragement. The results were amazing, and that same
spirit is captured in this book.

Dwight and his son Doug have woven a fine story, telling
of the current woes and bright hopes for feedback and encour-
agement. If you follow their lead, you will be able to engage in
great feedback conversations—with your employees, your col-
leagues, even your family!

The 2+2 concept sounds simple: a balance of compliments
and suggestions given on a regular basis. It is simple, but not
that simple. The trick is in the delivery. When I was a kid, we
knew that when Grandma gave us “the look,” the feedback we
were getting was anything but balanced. All too frequently,
feedback in the workplace sure feels like “the look.”

Formula 2+2 can help you replace “the look” with a balance
of compliments and suggestions. If my audiences just sat there,
satisfied but not laughing (or even worse, giving me “the look”),
I would soon be looking for new material—or a new audience.
Receiving compliments can help prepare us to hear the more
difficult things. It makes us comfortable about what we are
doing right—and eager to do more. Suggestions provide us
with the opportunity to improve—en route to receiving even
more compliments.
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You’ll like what Doug and Dwight say; and I like the way
they say it. The next time you are tempted to give someone
“the look,” try using 2+2!

bill cosby, ed.d.
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Percy Pershing was out of control again. His supervisor, Pauline
Smith, was frustrated—and the company was hurting.

Pauline prided herself in running a tight ship. She super-
vised twenty salespeople, encouraging them to sell and service
energetically the firm’s high-quality products. Customer feed-
back on the product line continued to be extremely positive.
However, sales had been relatively flat for the past two years
and the company just couldn’t seem to capitalize on its product
excellence in the marketplace.

Percy’s recent trends were a case in point. As she looked at
the latest sales report, Pauline saw two lines on a graph. One
line, which represented the sales goals she and Percy had agreed
upon six months previously, headed toward the northeast cor-
ner of the chart. The other line—actual sales for the reporting
period—dipped and dived erratically on its downward path to-
ward the southeast corner of the graph. Percy is as unpredictable
as an unguided missile, Pauline thought.

This report was only the latest of several that had delivered
equally bad news regarding Percy’s performance over the past
several months. Pauline liked Percy and did not look forward to
the prospect of confronting him. Until six months ago, Percy
had been one of her best salespeople, and she did not want to
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discourage him. She had hoped that by giving him some time
and encouragement, he might self-correct and the problem
would go away. She knew that Percy meant well, and she had
originally decided to wait until the formal performance ap-
praisal at the end of the year to raise her concerns with him.

But this latest report was the straw that broke the camel’s
back. Percy’s sales hadn’t improved. In fact, they had declined
further. She decided that as much as she hated the prospect,
she would need to have a serious talk with him. She called him
and scheduled a meeting for the next day.

In this brief meeting, she tried to remain friendly and sup-
portive as she delivered the bad news. “If sales do not improve,
you won’t receive your year-end bonus.”

She had given him ample time to change his course. She
had cut him as much slack as any reasonable manager could.
He was now facing his last chance.

+ + +

Of course, Percy had a different view of the situation. In the in-
tervening months since his last performance appraisal, Percy
had assumed that no news was good news. He knew that he
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wasn’t even close to achieving his goals—for the second quar-
ter in a row—but he was also aware that other people were ex-
periencing similar problems. It’s not that he wasn’t trying. He
had put in more than his fair share of hours and had done his
best to provide good service to his customers. Surely Pauline
could see that. He had expected at least some positive com-
ments from her.

Instead, Percy left Pauline’s office feeling shocked and be-
trayed. She had been cordial enough, but instead of acknowl-
edging his hard work, she had focused on the poor sales. Didn’t
she realize he was doing his best? Didn’t she realize how much
extra time he had been putting in? Even when he hadn’t met his
sales quotas, he had spent a lot of extra time with customers
after the sale to help them install the product and learn how to
use it.

Pauline is as unpredictable as an unguided missile, Percy thought.
As he looked toward the future, he concluded that it would be
increasingly difficult to work in an environment where the
capricious and unpredictable behavior of his manager placed his
compensation—and perhaps even his job security—at risk.

+ + +

In contrast to Percy’s feelings of betrayal, Pauline was simply
confused. Percy had actually seemed surprised when she told
him in a very calm, friendly way that his work was not satisfac-
tory. After all, they had mutually agreed on clear goals that had
not been met. In reality, he had not even come close. How
could he have been surprised?

As unpleasant as the meeting had become, she still hoped
Percy could turn himself around. It would take considerable
time and money to find another employee to replace him. By
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the time the new person was up to speed, another year of vital
new account sales development would be lost.

Pauline was confident that she was a good manager. She
had high expectations for her team. She set challenging goals
for herself and for her people. She encouraged them to come
to her with problems and offered them her support in numer-
ous ways.

She believed in empowerment, too. She let her salespeople
take initiative and encouraged them to work directly with any-
one within the organization to solve problems and respond
more effectively to customers. She was the kind of manager she
wished she’d had when she was a sales rep years ago.

As she reflected on her encounter with Percy, she deter-
mined that she would have to reinforce the company’s goals as
clearly as possible during his performance appraisal at the end
of the year.

+ + +

Pauline just doesn’t know how to manage, Percy thought. I do my best,
but my best is not good enough for a manager who doesn’t know what she
wants from her people.

Had this been an isolated incident, Percy might have sim-
ply dismissed it as the result of Pauline’s grumpiness on a bad
day. Most managers have those every once in a while—as do
most people. But he had heard from too many of his colleagues
about similar incidents. As a result, the company had lost many
valuable and talented people.

Just two months earlier, Mandy had complained bitterly to
Percy about a run-in she had had with Pauline. Her sales fig-
ures had shown improvement over the preceding months, yet
Pauline had called her and had spoken sharply about an iso-
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lated complaint she had received from one of Mandy’s cus-
tomers. While Pauline had made a valid point about the problem
with that customer, she hadn’t made any mention of the hun-
dreds of satisfied customers Mandy had worked with over the
past several years. In fact, Mandy had become so de-motivated
by Pauline’s phone call that she abandoned a new system she
had developed called “personal selling excellence,” or PSE. Her
sales—and her enthusiasm—continued to decline until one day
she was gone. Percy had no idea where she went.

Meanwhile, Sena, another of Percy’s counterparts, always
seemed to be spinning his wheels. He was capable and moti-
vated but had never been in a sales position before. He worked
hard and was enthusiastic but didn’t know the first thing about
selling the company’s products. Percy could see that Sena’s job
would be in jeopardy if someone didn’t offer him some
friendly advice on basic selling techniques. Percy had consid-
ered talking to Sena himself. Here was a real tragedy in the
making—a potentially great salesper-
son was failing because he didn’t know
he was going about his job in an en-
tirely ineffective manner. Percy de-
cided it really wasn’t his business and
he didn’t want to intrude. A few days
later, Sena was gone.

Finally there was Greg, the top salesperson in the organiza-
tion. Percy didn’t know where Greg ended up when he left the
company, but he did know that Greg’s departure, too, had been
entirely unnecessary. When the company had downsized its
sales force about two years earlier, the sales force was shocked
to see two of the hardest-working salespeople get pink slips.
While it was widely known that two other salespeople, Carrie
and Yvette, had missed their sales quotas and were generally
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lazy when it came to helping their colleagues and customers,
they had remained in the company unscathed while two spir-
ited performers had been asked to leave. Greg had watched this
process carefully and wondered if he could be next. This led to
so much insecurity on his part that he decided to move on.

Pauline was taken entirely by surprise on that one and ex-
pressed her regret that the top salesperson in her organization
was leaving. She even offered him a bonus to encourage him to
reconsider, but he left nonetheless.

Percy recalled that when the layoffs hit, Greg had confided
in him. He had said that he had no confidence in the integrity
of the company’s feedback and reward system. He knew he was
excellent at what he did and would have no trouble finding an-
other great job. As much as he liked the company, he felt that
in the event of another downsizing, his job would be as much
at risk as anyone’s. He wasn’t sure how much he was valued, and
he didn’t see any connection between who performed and who
was ultimately laid off.

As Percy reflected on some of these recent incidents, he
again wondered whether he should look for another job himself.

+ + +

As puzzling as Percy’s response had been to their conversation
earlier in the day, Pauline had to admit that it wasn’t the first
time she had been caught by surprise by one of her people’s re-
action to the feedback she had provided. She believed she was
skilled at guiding them. She worked with them each year to set
challenging yet attainable goals. She tried to avoid giving neg-
ative feedback, but if matters got too bad, she would meet with
individuals privately so they wouldn’t be embarrassed. She also
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held regular meetings with her staff to benchmark and discuss
organization progress. And as much as she hated the process,
she spent an inordinate amount of time preparing for and con-
ducting the company’s formal performance appraisals at the end
of each year. What else could she reasonably do to communi-
cate her position to people when matters were not going well?

Admittedly, Pauline loathed the whole idea of performance
appraisals—nasty pieces of paper that had to be filled out in
great detail. Even so, she had considered changing from annual
reviews to semiannual reviews. She thought perhaps this would
help keep her team on track. After all, the annual approach
didn’t seem to accomplish anything meaningful.

On her commute home, Pauline decided that there had to
be a better way to give her employees feedback. And she was
determined to find it.

K E Y  TA K E AWAYS

• Inadequate and inconsistent feedback leads to frustrated 

people and managers alike.

• Without a proper context, even well-intentioned feedback 

can result in shock and defensiveness.

• The formal performance appraisal system is usually not 

an effective vehicle for providing regular feedback to people.
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Pauline had trouble falling asleep that night. She kept tossing
and turning as her thoughts about performance appraisals
churned around in her head.

Might as well get up and make some notes, she thought as she
threw the bed covers aside.

She turned on the light in her home office and booted up
her laptop. The first words she entered were “Annual PAs:
About as much fun as a trip to the dentist.”

This could help both me and the company, she thought as she 
began to collect and enter her ideas. It was clear to her that
there were several reasons for her disdain of annual performance
appraisals.

First, they were time consuming. Pauline resented all the
time she spent filling out forms. Each form asked for a lot of
repetitive information that she had to copy laboriously from
the previous year’s form, followed by forty performance items
she had to evaluate.

The meetings themselves were time consuming, too. She
had to sit down with each employee for a half hour, an hour, or
more and talk with him or her. The meetings seemed to go on
forever and often ended on a sour note, even though that was
never her intention. It somehow just “happened.”
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Second, she was concerned about the use of arbitrary num-
bers. Each section involved rating her people on a one to five
scale. It was very difficult to justify giving one person a four and
another a five. What was the behavioral difference between a
four and a five? How could she be impartial and objective using
numbers? While she could distinguish between the best and
worst of her people, most were in the mushy middle. So she
tended to give all of her folks high numbers because she didn’t
want to prevent any of them from getting their full—if rather
meager—bonuses at the end of the year.

Another problem was that performance appraisals usually
involved coordination with the human resources department.
These people, after all, were the custodians of the performance
appraisal process. They were cordial and helpful enough, but
HR didn’t understand the day-to-day realities of line managers.
They wanted the forms back by a certain date regardless of the
work pressures Pauline confronted. It was as if those blasted
pieces of paper were more important than the customers in the
field. Pauline was incensed that a department to which she did
not report was ordering her to do something arbitrary at best—
and totally at its convenience.

It was clear to Pauline that her direct supervisor, Andy,
viewed performance appraisals as a low priority. After all, he
seldom completed his appraisals within the two-month time
frame set by the HR department. In fact, Pauline had never re-
ceived her own performance appraisal anywhere near the dead-
line. And when she met with Andy to discuss her appraisal, she
learned very little because, clearly, he hadn’t taken the time to
prepare for the meeting.

Due to his low opinion of the process, she received little
support in terms of the reviews she conducted. In all of the years
she had worked with Andy, he had not once raised the issue of
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how well she was appraising her people’s performance. Cer-
tainly it was not something evaluated or even mentioned in his
appraisal of her performance.

Pauline wondered how Andy would respond if she said,
“Sorry, I can’t meet your production quota this week because
I’m taking the time to do effective and timely performance ap-
praisals with my staff.”

His response would be as predictable as the weather in Portland, she
thought. “Have you lost your mind? You can fill out those ap-
praisal papers anytime. We have customer orders to fill.” It
turned out that there were always customer orders to fill, so
performance appraisals routinely slipped to the bottom of the
priority list. When most managers finally got around to prepar-
ing appraisals, they didn’t devote the time and attention needed
to do them well because HR needed them yesterday.

The forms were also devilishly annoying to fill out because
they required subjective as well as objective analysis. As hard
as the numbers were to assign, at least they were numbers.

Pauline could then use those numbers to
justify her discussion with an employee:
“Right now you are a three; perhaps you
can work harder this year and move to a
four.” But the form also had space to write
a qualitative assessment of the employee.

Pauline was especially uncomfortable
with this aspect. She believed that a manager’s job was to be
objective. Any narrative she wrote about one of her people’s
performance ran the risk of subjectivity and bias. If she prided
herself on anything, it was her fairness and unbiased approach
toward all of her people. It occurred to her that perhaps the per-
formance appraisal system could be improved by redesigning
the forms to eliminate the request for subjective assessments.
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The fact that performance appraisals took place only once
a year was a big problem. By the time Pauline completed the
forms and shared them with her employees, much of the con-
tent was ancient history.

But to Pauline, one of the most frustrating aspects of the
current performance appraisal process was that it did not have
a clearly established purpose in Pauline’s company. How were
those numbers and subjective statements actually used? Pauline
knew that they impacted bonuses and that was why she tended
to rate everyone positively. After all, she didn’t have any really
bad people. Even the poorest performer among them deserved
more than the meager bonus offered by the company. While
she couldn’t change the amount of the bonuses, she could at
least make sure that all of her people got as much money as
possible.

Even her best people had occasional bad months. Yet when
that did happen, she generally did not reflect that fact in their
performance appraisals. She was afraid that this might stigmatize
the work records of her people and limit their consideration for
future promotions. From a selfish standpoint, of course, Pauline
liked to do what she could to retain her best people. But Pauline
genuinely cared about the career development of her staff and
wanted to help them get ahead in the
company. By overlooking her people’s oc-
casional poor performances, Pauline be-
lieved she was serving their best interests
in the long run.

Of course, the number one problem
with performance appraisals was that they
often involved the delivery of bad news.
Even though she rated most people high, she still felt obliged to
raise concerns with her people during a performance appraisal
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meeting. This was the one structured opportunity she had in
which to do this. She used the occasion to broach issues that
had not been discussed during the year. Because both she and
her people knew that this was going to happen, the meetings
usually got off to an uncomfortable start and remained uncom-
fortable throughout.

Pauline looked at the list she had entered in her computer—
a list she felt summarized the problem with performance ap-
praisals fairly well.

Okay, Pauline thought. Now that I know what I don’t like about
appraisals, who’s going to care?

With that, Pauline put her computer to “sleep” and pushed
her unpleasant thoughts about performance appraisals to the
back of her mind. She never bothered to print out her thoughts.
In fact, she simply forgot about them.

K E Y  TA K E AWAYS

• PAs are time consuming.

• They use arbitrary numbers.

• HR doesn’t understand what pressures managers face.

• PAs are a low priority to management.

• Management offers little support for the process.

• PAs are subjective as well as objective.

• They contain ancient history.

• They have no clearly established purpose.

• They might stigmatize work records.

• They deliver bad news.
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