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			Foreword

			Prepare to enter a true garden of delights. Stéphane Moriou will be your guide on a thoughtful stroll through its unique and poetic beauties. The path will also lead you down the formal avenues of psychology and science. You will discover lands mapped to the millimetre with precise terms. In this book, Stéphane Moriou welcomes you into the very heart of his research into feedback.

			Feedback is nothing less than the bridge between being and becoming. Someone offers you a gift that touches upon the core of your existence, the mysterious inner machinery of progress and self-improvement. It aims, not to enrich what you are, but to build what you could become. A wonderful, generous gift, but one that can be hard to receive. 

			While you are absorbed in your innermost struggles, hesitations, uncertainties and procrastinations, someone offers you a piece of feedback. You would do well to accept this treasure, which, by yourself, you would not find in any shop, website or book. This act of generosity can only come from a kindred spirit who hopes to see you grow.

			It is a delicate and rewarding operation. The giver observes you, scrutinises you, engages their imagination, then presents you with a little bundle of feedback, a suggestion accompanied by benevolence and freedom. The gift is an offer of personal progress. You find yourself torn between a defensive attitude of “mind your own business!” and infinite gratitude. 

			There are various ways of increasing your knowledge, correcting your mistakes and steadily improving your mastery of the task at hand: from a book, a teacher, an expert or a community of fellow-learners. Feedback is the young upstart in this large family of ways of learning, less erudite than a teacher, but just as useful, and offering the prospect of rapid progress. Stéphane Moriou invites you to befriend him, discovering his far-reaching power and constant humility. He never puffs up his chest or slams his fist on the table. Like a respectful tutor, he suggests, invites, offers, while never restricting your freedom. The very title of the book reminds us that feedback is within everyone’s reach: it can find its way into any conversation, bringing with it an extraordinary power.

			Whoever receives feedback unwraps the gift, takes it on board, shapes it, perhaps transforms it, and grows in their own way. That’s the genius of feedback: it opens the door to an unexpected future. Something as humble as a tiny piece of advice, a fleeting remark, a fresh perspective, with no ambition other than to help you improve, can reveal to you the steps that you will need to climb in your own way. You’ve already learnt so much, but suddenly your knowledge can shine with a new lustre, you can act with new elegance and force, and your mastery becomes more apparent than ever. 

			In the eyes of feedback, repetition leads to mediocrity. It strives instead for constant improvement. Like a cunning magician, it waves its hand over its hat and transforms “the same” into “better”. 

			Stéphane Moriou approaches feedback with all the scientific rigour of a researcher. You will find references to studies, theories, findings. He provides methods and protocols to help you practise. But more than this, the author places in feedback all his hopes for humanity. It’s a simple tool, forged by an intelligent heart, directed towards our fellow human beings to help them grow. Feedback is the university of life, augmented with a prodigious capacity for learning from experience.  

			Stéphane Moriou’s wish: for us all to share and receive feedback that is frequent, varied and enlightening. His advice: ask for feedback whenever possible, and give it whenever you can. 

			One day soon, when you’re feeling confident, you’ll craft a piece of feedback and give it to another. After a moment of thanks, there will be a period of silence while you wait to see your gift producing fruit. And that fruit may look nothing like the seed you planted. You will then be amazed and dazzled at this demonstration of the genius of our lives, which produce a thousand beauties where we expected only one. The tree of feedback bears fruit as varied as people themselves. 

			As Churchill said, “to improve is to change, so to be perfect is to have changed often”. Feedback is the key to that change, to that perfection.

			Thierry WATELET

		




		
			Introduction

			“Languages have two aims: to understand one other and to evolve. You humans have become experts in this field. Throughout history you have developed subtle sounds, precise vocabularies, and sophisticated grammars. These have enabled you to communicate, share knowledge, and get to know one other. You understood that, in the race to evolve, this ability would give you a crucial advantage. And you wanted to share this knowledge on a larger scale. You created spaces for learning, for reflection, for cooperation. You realised that knowledge has no borders and that you needed to embrace the languages of others. You rose to the challenge with such panache. It was magnificent to behold! So what will you do next? There are many paths open to you. But of one thing I am certain: there is a language that you have yet to invent. A language that will allow you to learn without being judged, to grow without competing, to fulfil your potential without guilt. I might be that language. If you hear me, you may discover that some conversations have the power to become unforgettable…”

			Thus spake Feedback.

			***

			Tens of thousands of books are published every year in the humanities and social sciences. Strangely, the topic of feedback has received little attention. Of course, researchers such as Kim Scott, John Hattie, and Joseph Zenger have, each in their own way, helped to formalise and popularise the concept. There are now around fifty works devoted to the subject, mostly published in English. 

			If you take the time to read the scientific literature carefully, you will probably be struck, as I was, by this disturbing fact: that the diversity of definitions of the term ‘feedback’ prevents a real conversation between authors, and even leads them to contradictory conclusions. What is more, those conclusions often lead them away from the most fundamental of questions, namely: what would be the benefits of putting more feedback into our lives?

			I would never have immersed myself in writing this essay without the encouragement I have received from the people I have taught. I must admit that nothing moves me more than the feeling that I am touching people’s lives in some way. When a farmer sees a good harvest, he wants to carry on sowing. So I began. 

			My work initially consisted of meticulously recording countless observations over almost twenty years. I did not know that I would one day compile them into a book. When I started writing, I collected and organised just over seven hundred and fifty pages of personal notes and a hundred scientific studies on feedback. It is very gratifying to see one’s thinking progress over such a long period of time. My first thoughts now seem incredibly naive. Fortunately, an almost daily practice of testing the world of ideas against the real world has allowed me to make new connections and develop a more complete understanding. 

			Along the way, I experienced that disturbing phenomenon: knowledge grows linearly, while ignorance grows exponentially. The more I learned about feedback, the more I discovered the immensity of what I did not know. As exponential growth tends to lead to implosion, I became convinced that I should stop and put down the state of my thinking in these few pages. 

			‘There is nothing so practical as a good theory’, said Kurt Lewin, whose work I admire. I cannot say whether this book will be theoretical or practical. I know, however, that what I say is refutable, and I look forward to receiving your feedback with a mixture of excitement and anxiety. I have selected, organised, ranked, and combined data to create a coherent body of work that has been empirically tested against reality. I have deliberately limited my use of personal examples, as I do not believe that their singularity is relevant to all. I have endeavoured to set out principles that are generalisable, verifiable, and accessible. My goal has been to find rules and techniques that can be applied by different people, to different subjects, and in different countries. 

			During this slow process, one conclusion gradually dawned on me: feedback is a language in itself. It has its own vocabulary and grammar. It is a conventional system of communication that can be transmitted from one individual to another. It evolves over time in a dynamic way. It is acquired through an effort of memorisation and application similar to the process of learning a foreign language. 

			***

			Please do not imagine that I am a paragon in matters of feedback. The fairy godmothers of psychology must have forgotten to look into my cradle. It took me almost half a lifetime to understand my countless errors. One day, however, feedback found me, as a wand finds its wizard. Yet how ironic for a Frenchman to be speaking now about feedback, coming from a country that is so critical, contentious, and bound by its culture of blame! 

			Ever since I was born, I have wanted to understand, elucidate, draw connections. In my baby diary, my parents recorded that my very first word was ‘why?’. I am still asking this question. In 1996, my first co-authored book (10 Outils clés du management, Les Presses du Management) addressed the transition from ‘power over’ to ‘power with’, partly through the use of feedback. In 1998, I conducted an international study on the origin and future of 360-degree (or multi-rater) assessment practices. In 2002, I published a study on performance management practices in France, which called into question the contribution of the annual appraisal meeting to the creation of value in the company. Just before my thirtieth birthday, I launched my first company, which specialised in the psychological assessment of employees, managers, and executives. It gave me the opportunity to provide feedback to thousands of people all over the world, from factory workers to the presidents of large international groups. I only belatedly realised that feedback was the central theme of my career. The only reason I can now embody the principles of feedback is that I have had the opportunity to practise them in a thousand and one ways. 

			I have been practicing feedback for over twenty years, and teaching it continuously for seven. I gave my first keynote lecture directly devoted to ‘The Art of Feedback’ on 12 September 2014. Since then, I have had the good fortune to touch the lives of countless people, whether at conventions or in the various workshops I have led. I did not anticipate this appetite on the part of businesses, nor that the general public would be so interested in this work. On 10 December 2019, I took to the stage of the Théâtre Bô in Paris for the premiere of my one-man show ‘Back to the Feedback’. Over the years, I have been lucky enough to interact with some of the greatest psychologists of our time. They have inspired me enormously. I have learned so much from all these people. It makes sense that I should now give something back. 

			Books are the cure for the most dangerous disease of all: ignorance. I have several wishes for this one. I would like it to be useful to some people, without harming anyone. I would like it to motivate you to learn a new language. Finally, I would like it to be a close friend with whom you can have a conversation. I wanted to write it so that everybody – whether in the professional or the private sphere – could find some inspiration in it. 

			In feedback, you will find the simple, the complicated, and the complex. The first two parts of this essay will move from the simple to the complicated; the next two will take us from the complicated to the complex. A fifth and final part reflects on the evolution of authority and the future of feedback in the world. This book is written in an educational way, with a series of progressive steps. Like Hansel and Gretel, I have sown a trail of intellectual morsels throughout the pages, in order to tempt you along the path. And if you read carefully, you will realise that my model for change is integrated in the very structure of the book. You will advance through the chapters from orientation, to disorientation, to reorientation, to integration. Your learning will depend only on your application and perseverance. 

			I could not have written this book in a few months, starting from a blank page. Yet this, I think, is its real value: to give you access in a few hours to ideas that took me twenty years to develop. 

			***

			Some people will raise objections to this work. Indeed, some have already argued that feedback is just a fad, practised mainly in the English-speaking world. But the future depends on what the rest of us do with it. I will show, step by step, that it is no coincidence that the subject of feedback has attracted so much attention in recent years. And I have observed that, when a fad lasts, it becomes a part of our culture. That is all I wish for feedback. 

			I certainly do not think that feedback will save the world. I am not a utopian. I will explain why feedback does not work for everyone, nor for all topics. I accept that not everyone will practise it, and only hope that some people will practise it more. I am also aware of my cultural bias: I am French, and only have mastery of my mother tongue and the language of Shakespeare. I see the world through these filters. So there is a whole international tradition of feedback that I do not yet know about. Maybe this book will create opportunities to discover it. 

			I have dwelt on these personal details in order to explain that this book is the fruit of painstaking research on a precise subject. It is nonetheless very incomplete. It would take me many more years, and perhaps more than one lifetime, to complete it. It is therefore necessarily imperfect. I have tried to note as accurately as possible the sources that inspired me. Over such a long period of time, I may have unconsciously appropriated the ideas of some people without realising it, for which I beg forgiveness. 

			***

			Ultimately, if I could leave you with only one idea, it would be this: it is not what you read that is important, it is what you do with it. I would like this essay to lead you into new conversations: with your family, with your colleagues, with your friends, with… yourself! It is of no use sitting pristinely on your shelf. Read, annotate, underline, circle, sketch. Close it, go out in the world and apply it. Then open it and start over again. It should end up completely worn out. 

			 

			Witherslack, England  
August 2021. That summer, it rained. 

		




		
			First Conversation

			“If you please… draw me a feedback!”

			“What!”

			The great hundred-year-old trees that line the shores of Tarn Hows seemed to be conversing with the water lilies that had bloomed that day. I was entranced by these imaginary dialogues that sprang to life before me. The Lake District, in the north of England, is a place of indescribable charm. A foreign voice interrupted my contemplation. I did not immediately understand what it wanted. 

			I asked: “What kind of question is that?”

			The voice replied: “I’d like to understand what feedback is, and to know what you’re going to talk about in this first chapter.” 

			“Are you interested in feedback? You look very young. And how do you know I’m writing a book on this particular subject?” 

			The voice was obviously that of a young boy, yet it already possessed the confidence of an adult. He sensed that I was wondering how old he was. I was undoubtedly not the first to do so. He continued: 

			“I like stories about baobab seeds and lamplighters who hang stars in the sky.”

			“My book is not a work of fiction,” I said. “It aims to encourage a different kind of conversation.”

			“That’s a noble ambition,” he replied. “You know, the important thing is to make the world a better place by reducing the sources of misunderstanding.” 

			“That’s just what feedback is all about.”

			I had the feeling that he had crossed many oceans. His voice had that strength and humility of those who, having spent long periods of time alone, have learned the value of dialogue. I asked:

			“How did you hear about feedback?” 

			“I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter,” he replied. “I’m interested in the generous of heart. I like those who exchange and give without counting the cost.” 

			“You sound like someone who has given a lot.” 

			“When you give, you express your true humanity. What you possess can always be taken away. What you offer, far from weakening you, always makes you grow. That said, I could probably have given more.”

			“We all could,” I admitted inwardly. 

			There was a wisdom in these words that I could not put my finger on. But he did not give me time to savour the moment, and asked:

			“What other themes will you discuss in this chapter?” 

			“I’m going to define feedback, explain what it really is, and what it is not.” 

			“I believe that we are knots of relationships and nothing else, that we exist only through our connections with one another.” 

			“I would also like to show that feedback is part of life, that it is alive.”

			“If you want to achieve this, adults will have to accept that our differences do not separate us, but enrich us.”

			“You know how difficult that will be.”

			I did not want to dash the hopes of this new, mysterious friend, nor spoil our conversation. But I felt it was important to be honest with him. I continued: 

			“My first chapter is also about the feedback desert we live in. There are so many wretched and conceited people. You must have met some of them.” 

			“I have crossed many deserts of humanity,” he said, with a perceptible note of regret. “I have even experienced the anguish of depression. It taught me to look for the oasis behind the dunes.”

			“This all requires a lot of effort. So I’m also going to explain why it’s important to train, and to learn over and over again.”

			“To grow, you have to work. Those who want to learn how to use feedback will have to make an effort.”

			“You know, feedback is a much trickier rose to cultivate than it looks. I hope readers won’t be put off by the idea.”

			“You don’t have to teach them, you just have to guide them,” he replied, as if to encourage me. 

			“Do you think this game is worth the candle?” 

			Without my realising it, our dialogue had been reversed. He had come to ask me about feedback, and I had gradually gone looking for reassurance in his answers. I wanted to know that I was not barking up the wrong tree. 

			“Where there is generosity there is always wisdom,” he said, from the top of his hill. 

			“But this subject of feedback is just a grain of sand,” I admitted humbly.

			“Language is often a source of misunderstanding. Yet it is the tool that allows us to understand the world and ourselves.” 

			“My first chapter explains that it is much more difficult to know oneself than to know others.” 

			“To realise that is a treasure. To accept it is to be rich.”

			“You know, I’m afraid of failing in this mission that feedback has given me.” 

			“Don’t forget that real miracles make little noise, and that some journeys become legends.” 

			“To cast a light, I prefer to remain in the shadows,” I confessed. 

			I had not realised that my circuit of the lake was almost complete. Already the woods were receding to reveal the crags of the majestic Coniston Old Man in the distance. The summit was crested by a crown of clouds. I risked a final question. 

			“By the way, what’s your name?” 

			“Antoine!”

		




		
			Chapter One

			We Don’t Know What We Don’t Know

			Agreeing on a Definition: From Origins to Definition – A Metaphor for Feedback – Not Everything is Feedback – Objection, Your Honour! – Reducing the Distance

			A Theory of Life: Survival through Feedback – Connections are Everything – To Live Is to Learn – Long Live revolutions! – So Much Remains to be Considered…

			The Feedback Desert: Reservoirs of Self-Esteem – An Absence Inscribed in a Tradition – The Ravages of Digital Media – Self-Assessment Bias – Identity and Reputation

			Doomed to Learn?: A Language for Learning – Why Learn? – The Cycle of All Learning – The Illusion of Simplicity – Learning to Practise Feedback

			The Impacts of Feedback: An Unsuspected Wealth – Quality Time – Words Have Power – Freeing Minds – Feedback, an Act of Love? 

			Agreeing on a Definition 

			Some people do not know what feedback is, and some people think they know what it is. This is a simplification, of course. What I mean is that many people do not know the word, and therefore the concept; while those who do know the word either disagree about what it means, or are unsure about their practice of it. There is an obvious lack of a theory of feedback. 

			From Origins to Definition 

			There is no academic consensus on the origin of the word “feedback”. What is certain is that, before being adopted as a concept in the humanities, the word feedback was used in the world of engineering. In his remarkable book The Origins of Feedback Control (1969), Otto Mayr gives an overview of the evolution, from antiquity to modern times, of mechanical systems incorporating a feedback loop. If you are interested in such origins, I would also recommend Norbert Wiener’s work Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine (1965), which helped extend the concept of feedback to other domains, such as communication, biology, and psychopathology. For our purposes, we do not need to delve any further into the emergence of the word. The point to remember is that it first appeared in a technical domain, and then gradually migrated into the humanities and social sciences during the twentieth century. 

			The major shift occurred in the 1960s. The main psychological paradigms (behaviourism, cognitivism, structuralism) gradually integrated the concept of feedback in their theoretical models. The inclusion of the term in inventories and assessments contributed to its dissemination. As the word lacked any authoritative lineage of its own, each researcher tended to formulate their own definition. These definitions, without being totally contradictory, were different enough to pose real problems of understanding and method. Arkalgud Ramaprasad of Southern Illinois University identified this problem as early as 1983 (“On the Definition of Feedback”, Behavioral Science). The definitions of feedback now at large range from a phenomenon that has a negative impact on motivation and results, to an indispensable tool for improving individual and collective performance. 

			Literally, feedback means to feed (both to transmit and to nourish) back (in relation to a previous instance). So, if we apply this definition to the field of human interaction, feedback is, in its simplest sense, information transmitted from one person to one or several others, concerning an observation relating to the past (back), with the aim of helping the other person to grow (feed in the sense of nourishing). Feedback is information about observed past behaviour, shared in the present, which can influence future behaviour. To put it another way, feedback is a verbalised link between the past and the future. 

			This first definition may seem cold and impersonal. I have developed another version that both conveys the impact of feedback and draws a line between what it is and what it is not. This is the one I use most frequently: Feedback is a gift given to another on the basis of direct observation in order to help them grow and fulfil their potential. And when I am asked to be even more specific in my thinking, I explain that feedback is a universal, ongoing, formative gift given to another on the basis of direct observation in order to help them unleash their potential (positive feedback) and reduce interference that negatively impacts their performance (corrective feedback). When I say that it is universal, I mean that feedback is everybody’s business and not reserved for an elite. It has no address and the world is its home. It falls to everyone both to give and receive feedback.

			Anything that does not fall within the scope of this definition, however interesting or useful it may be, is not feedback. And everything that does fall within the scope of this definition can be called feedback. I would also make a distinction between feedback, which is an interaction, and feedback culture, which is a state of mind and perhaps an ethic. 

			It is an uncountable noun; we write “feedback” (the general process), “a piece of feedback”, “two pieces of feedback”…

			The French are attached to their language, and I am often asked for a translation of the word into the language of Molière. It does not exist. Our Canadian cousins recommend “rétroaction”. This is not entirely satisfactory for two main reasons. Firstly, it belongs to a semantic register that is more technical than human. Secondly, and more subtly, the concept of “rétroaction” refers to the idea of a return to a set point, whereas feedback opens up an almost infinite universe of possibilities. It is common to speak of providing someone with “un retour”, which seems to me to be quite close to the concept of feedback, but unfortunately it does not convey the idea of nourishing. The words “conseil” (advice) or “suggestion” have the opposite problem: they imply the will to grow, but without referring to the need for observation relating to the past. 

			It is worth considering the word “débriefing” (another borrowing from English to French). We only “débriefe” in situations following an initial “briefing”. It is a model that functions well in certain very codified domains: aviation, the military, sport… In most of the briefing-debriefing sessions I have observed, participants related the facts without deeper explanation, and then answered two questions: What helped you reach your goal faster? What slowed you down in reaching your goal? It is obviously close to our definition of feedback. However, feedback can be given without there being a prior briefing. In other words, “débriefing” is a category of feedback (and the same is true for uses of “debriefing” in English). 

			In this quest for a translation, Old French seemed to me a promising avenue to explore. I was lucky enough, thanks to a friend whom I can never thank enough, to meet a distinguished scholar, Maurice Laurent. He was a member of the Commission générale de terminologie et de néologie (General Commission on Terminology and Neologisms), which is responsible, in conjunction with the Académie française, for approving new terms proposed by groups of experts. After a memorable dinner, I asked him if there was a translation of the word “feedback” in the French language, or an equivalent word and concept, including in old dictionaries. He looked and found none. Feedback is such an uncommon concept in our culture that our ancestors did not feel the need to invent a word to describe it. 

			Some, faced with such linguistic ambiguities, have created new terms to describe feedback. But this has only complicated matters further. “Feedforward” is probably the neologism that has been most widely used (Ivor Armstrong Richards, “The Secret of Feedforward”, Saturday Review, 1968). The idea of being orientated towards future performance is a good one, which I subscribe to entirely, but there is no need to invent a new word to cover this meaning. It is enough to characterise what feedback is, and what it is not. 

			People may continue to view this English loan-word as an imposter. But, personally, I like words that travel.

			A Metaphor for Feedback 

			When I am asked to explain the functioning of individual personality, I use the metaphor of a tree. This metaphor is necessarily reductive, but it can help us to link some important concepts. 

			Our character is like a seed that, after germinating, will follow its vocation to grow and invent itself throughout its life. Its roots are rarely visible, yet without them nothing can grow. Our roots are our deepest source of strength. If the soil is rich and irrigated, if the climatic conditions are not too extreme, the tree will grow. The tree is the face we show to others when we act at our best. If there is not enough water or sunlight, or too much, the leaves will turn yellow and some of the branches will dry out. Our dead branches are our maladaptive behaviours that are triggered when we are placed in an environment that does not properly nourish our growth. 

			Certainly, there are jungles that require little maintenance. Yet fields and orchards cannot survive and prosper without the labour of those who planted them. This is the role of feedback, which allows us to realise our deepest nature and to nourish others in turn. 

			Analogies are food for thought. When I think about feedback in these terms, it seems to me that to be truly generous is to sow, and that you should always sow in the place where you live. Weeds only flourish in places where nothing is grown. I also like to remember that, when I sow a seed, I will not see it germinate that same day, let alone harvest it. You do not sow at random; you sow according to the season, and you cultivate every day. What I have discovered through feedback is that the hand that sows retains the smell of what it has sown. 

			If the seed is food for the growing body, feedback is food for the soul. Thanks to feedback, everyone can grow and help others to grow. 

			Not Everything Is Feedback 

			Feedback is not synonymous with criticism, judgement, evaluation, comparison, ranking, problem, aggression… The potential for such varied uses of the word arises from a vagueness in its definition, and most misunderstandings are due to this confusion. 

			Not all reflection on past behaviour is feedback. Feedback must involve both reflection on past behaviour and nourishment, supporting future growth. A chocolate tart is not just the pastry or just the chocolate. The same is true of feedback: both elements must be present for it to be what it is. 
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