
FEEDBACK CULTURES ARE 
GAME CHANGERS
Transforming leaders, teams and organisations through feedback



We keep looking for the ‘great fix’. The one program, the key strategy, 
the new partnership that will transform your team or organisation into the next best version of itself 
and then beyond. Whether it’s becoming agile, acquiring a new business that gives us better leverage, 
hiring the best leaders and people, getting the best systems and processes or designing the best 
values and behaviours.  To name a few.  

Or we don’t even attempt to drive change.   

We think the change will be too hard and too disruptive. Transforming anything requires effort, but 
without the investment there will be no change. It’s like the frustrated lumberjack who continues to 
use a blunt saw to chop down the trees.  He decides he doesn’t have time to stop and sharpen it.  Yet 
all he is doing is making more work for himself.

Then there are organisations that don’t muster the courage to invest in remarkable change. They are 
stuck in the past and they just don’t get it. They fail to acknowledge that their biggest assets are not 
their products or services but their people.  As a result, they are not high-performing companies.

After 20 years of working with great businesses and ones that, let’s just say, need a lot of work, I think 
we have the formula wrong.  We are focusing on the wrong thing.  We need to re-wire and improve the 
very thing that transforms people and workplaces.  Behaviours.  When we do this.  People change.  
Strategies are improved as people learn to truly collaborate and communicate.  We make the best 
decisions for the business and our people.  Cultures transform.
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For years we’ve been told that one of the best ways to transform our organisations is to do it through 
a ‘culture change program’.  

You receive the invite in your inbox; ‘Please attend compulsory training to learn more about new 
values and behaviours that will transform how we work with each and our clients and take our 
relationships and organisation to the next level’.  You do a silent eye roll.  Not one of these again.  
Whilst you understand the purpose of these, you are getting tired of them being only a training day, 
with little follow up thereafter.

You see posters of the new values and behaviours pinned up all over the office walls.  Perhaps they 
look  impressive with a fabulous infographic, some inspiring quote and bright colours.  Yet… the 
people don’t live true to them.

Have you ever had a leader, that talks about how important it is to be honest yet you know they are 
twisting the truth to a customer or not coming clean about the risks of a new project?  Yep.  Me too.  
Too often.

Organisations are too focused on getting the values and behaviours right and thinking that is 
enough.  It’s not.  Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that they are not important.  They are.  It’s vital 
to have some agreement of how we want to behave, lead and engage with each other, our customers 
and our suppliers.  But they are not the panacea for change.

They are just the beginning.

CULTURE CHANGE PROGRAMS
ARE NOT TRANSFORMING CULTURES
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Years ago I was sitting in the boardroom listening to my CEO talk about the new values that will ‘lead 
our business into the future’.  He spoke about respect and trust, about innovation and diversity.  Many 
of us gave each other the subtle eyebrow raise with an up tilt of the chin. The ‘I know what you’re 
thinking’ face.  We all knew that he would be the first to ignore these values and fall back to the ‘my way 
or the highway’ style of leading.  This speech became another reason for us to feel disengaged and 
actually damaged trust and respect. The very thing he was trying to drive.  How ironic.

Values do not transform cultures.
  
It’s how we behave, how we treat each other, how we communicate that transforms.  Not the 
words.  Susan Scott, a fellow thought leader in the US, says, that happens ‘one conversation at a time’.

The Harvard Business Review paper; ‘Why Change Programs Don’t Produce Change’ found that the ‘
greatest obstacle to revitalization is the idea that it comes about through company-wide change 
programs, particularly when a corporate staff group such as human resources sponsors them’.  Ouch!  

They suggest that successful change is not about ‘participation’ of behaviours and values or ‘culture’ 
but focusing on what we are trying to achieve in the everyday and the work itself.

Cultures are created by what we allow.

There are determined by our actions, not our words. It’s as simple as the old adage; Monkey 
see. Monkey do.  Words are meaningless without actions.   

 If most of your meetings go over time, then that shows people that they don’t have to
 commit to timeframes.

 If you don’t ask for everyone’s opinion on a new strategy, then you let people know that
 only the loud count.

 If rude and aggressive behaviours are tolerated and not addressed, then you are
 enabling and even encouraging that type of communication.

I was running a program for a client and one of the participants was talking about a colleague of 
theirs.  Apparently she has consistent mood swings, is known for her passive aggressive digs and is 
an incessant gossiper.  As she was being described, a few of the other participants said out loud; ‘Oh 
yeah…. her.  The untouchable’.  Apparently she was a top biller so she was not spoken to.  Driving a 
program which is about ‘taking responsibility for your words and behaviours how you treat others’, 
can lose its impact when not everyone is held to account on their behaviours.

In ‘Culture Without Accountability-WTF?’ by Miller and Bedford it says that ‘every time a leader makes 
decisions, they signal what is important to the organisation’.  The same is said for what they don’t do.  
If they make a decision to deal with it, in a respectful way that’s one message.  If they don’t, that’s 
another.  Which leader would you prefer to work with?
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PERFORMANCE REVIEWS AREN’T WORKING

The concept of ‘performance management’ was introduced over eighty years ago as a means to 
determine the wages of an employee based on their performance. It was used to drive behaviours to 
generate specific outcomes. When employees were solely driven by financial rewards this tended to 
work well.  Yep performance reviews came from the 1940’s.  I think that’s compelling enough in itself.

In the late 80s not all employees felt rewarded, nor motivated by financial gain alone. Many were 
driven by their personal learning and development. From here performance management started 
moving into more frequent monitoring and reviews, with a focus on ‘regular feedback’ outside the 
formal review process.

As organisations put more regular conversations into the mix there was a notable improvement in 
productivity and employee engagement, when the conversations were handled well.  

Many of us are still stuck thinking that a ‘robust’ six monthly or annual performance review will be 
enough.  It won’t. In fact, the Corporate Leadership Council tells us that when informal feedback, that 
is outside the formal review process, is delivered well, it can improve productivity by nearly 40%.  Now 
that’s pretty compelling that conversations outside the performance reviews make such a 
difference.
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Performance reviews are not the focus. They are a process.
Deloitte’s research tells us that an annual appraisal for 65,000 staff took 2 million hours. Expedia says 
it mostly wanted to ‘rehumanise’ the relationship between employees and bosses. A recent PwC 
study conducted in Australia showed that 81% of companies had performance management systems 
which were only “somewhat effective” at achieving their goals.

Adobe, a global software business, estimates that their annual performance reviews were costing 
them 80,000 hours of managers’ time each year, the equivalent of 40 full time employees. Futhermore, 
after all that effort, internal surveys revealed that employees felt less inspired and motivated, and staff 
turnover increased.

Increasingly, the progressive companies are recognising this and ditching the performance reviews in 
place of feedback cultures and regular ‘check ins’.  Adobe led the way, soon followed by Juniper, 
Accenture, Microsoft, PWC, Deloitte, Zappos, Expedia, Dell and GE.  There are over 30 companies now 
changing performance reviews and focusing on feedback and ‘check in’ cultures.  It’s no surprise 
these are the ones that attract the best and brightest, since they are receiving the feedback they need 
and deserve.  Improving themselves and productivity as a result. 

Performance reviews are not the panacea for driving employees productivity and engagement.  They 
are a formal process that ensures we do a review.  There needs to be more.
 

Ditching them is not black and white.  
Yes, they are often not working well to engage, motivate and improve performance but getting rid of 
them is not the only solution.  They can be improved, relied on less and have a change of focus.  But 
make sure you’ve got a commitment from the business to become more focused on the day to day 
conversations before you make these decisions.

We are kidding ourselves if we think pulling the pin on performance reviews will transform the 
business into a conversation culture.  If we don’t do it properly it’s like throwing a child into the water 
to teach them how to swim.  It’s lethal.

The CEB Corporate Leadership Council’s research with 9500 employees, including 300 heads of HR, 
found that 28% of people become disengaged without them.  And while we should make decisions for 
the majority.  Over a quarter of your workforce is worthwhile taking into account.  The issue is that 
they are not conducted nor used well.  Not that they need to go.



WE ARE NOT REALLY SURE
HOW TO DRIVE ENGAGEMENT

Engagement. Engagement. Engagement. It’s what all the progressive workplaces are talking about.  
They know that when their people, their customers and their stakeholders are engaged that the results 
follow.  Attracting and retaining people is easier, customer relationships and sales thrive, there are less 
workplace claims and accidents, great ideas happen and they increase productivity and make money.

Yet we are not really sure what’s the best lever to do this. What we are now learning is that we are 
often over complicating how to drive change or in this case engagement.  If we really want it to be 
clear for our employees, customers and stakeholders instead of dumbing it down we need to smarten 
it up.  Reduce the complicated, ongoing strategies and multiple focuses.  
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In the late 80’s Alcoa, the company that for over 100 years manufactured aluminium, was on the 
decline and shareholders were wanting a solution.  A new CEO, Paul O’Neill, was appointed.  In his first 
address to Wall Street he started his speech with; “I want to talk to you about worker safety”.  Wall 
Street, and those who hired him, became awkward and restless.  What the?  You talk about safety out 
of everything you need to focus on?  Not finance, marketing, share price, customers or people?

Every time he talked his first words were about safety. Every meetings’ first agenda item was safety. 
Every time he commenced a meeting including board, shareholder or Wall Street addresses, he 
started with; ‘If in the unlikely case that we need to evacuate... etc”.  He wasn’t the talking example.  He 
was the walking example.  He was relentless about his pursuit of safety.  Both physical and 
psychological.

As a result, Alcoa turned into the safest company in the world, profit was five times larger when he 
retired from when he started, and market cap had risen by $27 billion.

So how did O’Neill turn around the largest, slowest and potentially dangerous business into the most 
profitable and successful in its history?
  
By focusing on one thing and then watching it ripple throughout the business.

Then we have Zappos.  An online retailer in the US who is known to be one of the most successful 
customer service focused businesses in the world.  They were sold to Amazon in 2010 for $1.2 billion, 
a record buyout at the time. I had the privilege of heading to Zappos HQ in Las Vegas to attend their 
Culture Camp to understand how they built this huge success.  

For anyone who has followed Tony Hsieh the CEO or the Zappos story you will know they have a 
reputation for creating an incredible culture.  They have been through a huge amount of change since 
their inception over 10 years ago.  

They initially sold footwear alone. Todays’ offering includes clothing, accessories, homewares, beauty 
and more. Their focus is to offer the best online selections that customers can find. They have moved 
location several times, grown to 1600 employees in 10 years and deal with over 5000 calls and 1000 
live chats per day.  It’s a pretty impressive operation.

With continual rapid growth comes its own set of challenges. In May of 2013, a small pilot group at 
Zappos started using Holacracy, a platform of self-organization. Designed to empower everyone in 
the company and give each employee a voice, Holacracy was then rolled out to the entire company in 
January of 2014.
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We need to focus on one thing at a 
time. 

Best-selling author and expert in ‘implementing 
projects that matter’, Peter Cook, says that if we 
want to drive new habits we need to make things 
simple.  Focus on one thing at a time.  We over 
complicate change by introducing too many 
things at a time.  Cook says we need to make 
things simple for ourselves and the organisations 
we work within.



So in all this change why have they continued to grow and create a tsunami of reputational success? 
Tony says it’s been a dogged focus on creating WOW for their people, their customers, their 
shareholders and their community.  It is their #1 core value.  

They know their values drive their success.  Even when they implemented Holacracy they made the 
decision that their culture might change but they will continue to focus on their values with as much 
passion as they have from the beginning.

Their number 1 value is their number 1 thing.  And it’s measured in everything they do.  

When Deloittes embarked on their global strategy to change their performance reviews they learnt 
many things.  They knew that they needed to improve the quantity and quality of the conversations 
their leaders had with their people. They set up rigorous measurements to track the changes they 
were driving.  They knew that when their people were engaged it had a direct link to their productivity 
and performance

Overhauling their performance strategy for Deloittes was their one thing.  The findings were 
compelling.  There was one in particular that I was drawn to. They found that the greater frequency of 
catch ups their leaders had with their people, the greater the engagement. In fact, 1 check in per 
month drove 19% increased engagement, but 1 check in per week drove a staggering 44% increase in 
engagement. This statistic tells us that the more we invest in our people, the more they invest in the 
business.    

Similarly, when Hewlett Packard were moving towards a more conversation orientated culture they 
found that when feedback was not being given, engagement dropped by at least 20%.  

Conversations matter.

So focusing on one thing, that requires remarkable conversations, drives engagement. 
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WE THROW MONEY AT TRAINING
IN THE HOPE IT’S ENOUGH
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In a challenging economy it’s getting harder to justify training without proving the value, both to the 
individual and the organisation.  This is not as difficult as you think.  But it does require planning up 
front to understand what you want to improve and how to measure it.

Then we send our people to training and think it will transform them.  Many are still running 
training programs in the hope it will develop their people and create a new organisation. That’s as 
likely as going to the gym once and expecting a body transformation.  When done well it is a start, and 
a good one, but only a start nevertheless.

Training alone is not enough to drive change.
Another challenge can be getting traction after the training.  It can be difficult to keep the momentum 
up when people are either not motivated nor supported to embed what they have learnt.  Unless we 
make people accountable to implement what they have learnt it is likely to be forgotten.  We also need 
to make it inspiring to do so.  We want people to know they are gaining time by focusing on improving, 
not stealing it.

We need to get comfortable with pushing through the awkward of changing habits and processes in 
order to move to a breakthrough in the capability of people and to create improved cultures.  
Otherwise we have a breakdown and go back to old styles, that often don’t serve us or the business.



A common cry I hear from many clients when I first start working with them is;  “ We’ve done feedback 
training before and it hasn’t worked”. I know why.  Much of the feedback training out there is outdated 
and theory only. We are being talked at and to be honest; they are boring.  I know.  I’ve been to many 
of them.

How people engage and remain that way in training requires careful planning and design. People 
expect more from their employer, from their life and, no surprise, when they attend training.  

But what we also know is that training is only the start of the learning journey.  Training builds 
capability but does not guarantee implementation.

We are not wired to remember. We have so much going on at work and in our lives that we need to 
make it easier for digest and retain what they have learnt. We need to create multiple touch points and 
reminders. 
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WE NEED TO GET INTO OUR ‘FEEDBACK FLOW’

The concept of ‘flow’ proposed by Mihály Csíkszentmihályi, a well-known Hungarian psychology 
professor, is described as being a state in which motivation meets capability. In this space, where you 
are driven to achieve (motivation) and your skills are at the right level (capability), you are in your flow. 
This creates energy and alignment with the tasks you are doing. It’s where action and awareness 
meet. Flow is good.

We need to make the changes to not only get ahead but to stay there. Feedback Flow is about creating 
a cultural cadence. It’s more than feedback training. It’s about creating a self-sustaining flow that 
feeds itself and becomes effortless.  It moves beyond performance management and even a 
feedback focus.  

It’s about moving into the future. The onus is on both parties: one to deliver the feedback, in real time, 
and the other to receive it well, in the moment.
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Ultimately creating a Feedback Flow is about improving many levers.  Some of these include;

 Eliminate dependence on performance management systems
 Significantly improve productivity
 Create a culture of accountability and commitment
 Evolve authentic transparency and openness
 Allow individuals to own their own development
 Improve safety and eliminate accidents
 Deepen customers relationships and drives sales

By doing this we move our employees state from disregard to devoted.  We turn around passive 
aggressive or agreement cultures to a Feedback Flow.  Which ultimately drives profit.

So, if we want to remain not only competitive, but ahead of the game, we need to move into the future 
and have feedback become part of our everyday.  Part of how we flow.  It is how progressive and 
competitive organisations get things done and create happy, fully engaged employees and 
customers. It is where we reverse the push of giving feedback and add to it the pull of receiving it, and 
alter systems to create an even flow.
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HOW DO YOU EMBED FEEDBACK
TO TRANSFORM YOUR BUSINESS? 

1. Mindset matters
The foundation to any change is getting into the right headspace.  Being truly honest with yourself 
about how you’re feeling and what you need to do.  It’s not only about having the right intention.  It’s 
about making the decision to be a part of the change; personally and as a leader.

2. 90 day projects
We need to make the change palatable and energizing at the same time.  Breaking it down into bite 
size chunks does this.  It also allows us to learn from each 90 days and tweak what’s necessary to 
make it stick.

3. Training ‘n’ support
This is not just about designing a program that has the greatest impact with the right internal and 
external facilitators.  We also need to create ‘remembering rhythms’ so that people allow their new 
behaviours to turn into permanent change.  

4. Accountability with rigor
Avoidance cultures are way too common.  We fail to hold each other to account for the learning.  It’s 
not as hard as we think to set up structures to ensure we deliver on what we say we are going to do.

5. Transparent measurement
We wouldn’t invest all the time, resources and money in a new product and launch it without 
measuring sales and customer feedback, would we? So why would we invest our people’s time and 
the cost of developing them without assessing the worth?

We are glad you asked.
There are five components to embed a feedback culture that ends up sustaining itself. 

90 day
projects

Train ‘n’
support

Transparent
measurement

Accountability
with rigour

M i n d s e t
m a t t e r s
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We can’t improve what we can’t measure.  So we set up qualitative and quantitative tools to measure 
what’s working and what’s not, tweak for improvement and then report back, to everyone with 
completely transparency, to show success and learnings.

The ‘Embedding Feedback’ program is about ensuring what your people have learnt in the training 
and becomes a regular part of the ‘feedback flow’.  It’s about moving through the awkwardness when 
people need to change their behaviours so there is a breakthrough, not a breakdown.

To discuss the program please contact the Author of Fixing Feedback, Georgia Murch, or go to her 
website and social media channels to get a sense of her expertise and passion.

GEORGIA MURCH
Georgia is the author of ‘Fixing Feedback’ and helps leaders, teams and organisations transform 
through, what she calls, ‘future proofing’.  She is obsessed with the power of remarkable 
communication and how it creates outstanding leaders and cultures. 

She works with savvy organisations committed to creating outstanding cultures and leaders and 
teams who are remarkable communicators… so remarkable that people can’t stop talking about them 
and things just get done.

Georgia puts passion on the podium. A remarkable communicator in her own right, Georgia is an 
inspiring speaker that challenges audiences to be better versions of themselves.  She has over 20 
years of experience working with public and private organisations in Australia and overseas. She has 
worked in consulting, designing and facilitating leadership, cultural change and customer-focused 
programs.


