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WHY FEEDBACK?
Feedback is—or should be—an integral part of our
work lives. Feedback provides vital information about
what we need to know:
• what we’re doing that is working well,
• what we’re doing that we should be doing
differently,
• whether our performance is “on track,”
• whether our behavior is (inadvertently)
problematic in the workplace, and
• how we can get to the “next level”—whatever that
may be.
We need feedback to know whether we are doing what
our position requires of us.

Feedback can also let us know how we might stretch
ourselves professionally, to be able to take on more
challenging work, or to find out something about
ourselves that we didn’t know. Seeking out and being
open to feedback is an opportunity, and is associated
with higher performance ratings and better
collaborative relationships.
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In their book Thanks for the Feedback, authors Douglas Stone and Sheila
Heen categorize three types of feedback:
1. Appreciation: Feedback that is, in essence, a “thank you.” When the
appreciation is genuine, the other person feels respected and seen for
his or her accomplishments. The most effective feedback of this type is
SPECIFIC (particular behaviors or patterns of behavior), AUTHENTIC (not
positive simply to say something nice), and matches the form of
communication valued by the receiver (e.g., public recognition, personal
thanks, increased responsibility).
2. Coaching: Feedback that offers opportunities for growth. The feedback
giver is taking the time to help the receiver learn that either there is some
type of problem (and offering possible paths to solutions), or that there is
an opportunity to increase skills, knowledge, or capabilities (and offering
possible paths for that increase).
3. Evaluation: Feedback that is an assessment or evaluation; in essence, it
tells the receiver where that person stands either compared to others or
to some standard.

"Feedback can create hard feelings, because of
miscommunication, feeling unheard or unseen for the
work we’ve done and tried to do, or feeling disrespected."

GIVING AND TAKING FEEDBACK CAN BE HARD
Feedback can be confusing. The feedback you receive, or give, may be based
on biases or inferences (e.g., “she lacks self-confidence” rather than “I can
barely hear her when she talks”), or be vague (“he’s not leadership material”).
Feedback can create hard feelings, because of miscommunication, feeling
unheard or unseen for the work we’ve done and tried to do, or feeling
disrespected. There may also be a mismatch in how feedback is intended
versus how it’s experienced. For instance, we can hear feedback as an
evaluation when the feedback-giver is intending to give us coaching, or vice
versa.
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Giving feedback
well—respectfully
and productively—
is something that
can improve with
practice.

TIPS WHEN GIVING FEEDBACK
To ensure feedback is as helpful as possible,
explain at the beginning which of the three types
of feedback you’re providing: appreciation,
coaching, and/or evaluation. When evaluation
feedback is given clearly and respectfully, it can
help all parties have similar expectations, identify
clear consequences and opportunities.
Giving feedback well—respectfully and
productively—is something that can improve with
practice. Here are some specific tips to help make
that happen.

Your goal in giving
feedback is
ultimately to be
helpful both to the
individual and the
organization.

PREPARING TO GIVE FEEDBACK
Giving thoughtful feedback requires some effort to
communicate clear and specific goals, keeping in
mind how to frame the feedback so the Receiver is
most likely to benefit from it.

 Identify Your Motive(s)
Before you give the feedback, think about how you’ll
explain your motive for giving the feedback, such as
helping the person succeed, how it relates to their
professional development, or to some other spoken or
implicit goal.
 Link the Feedback to Desired Impact
Link the feedback about behavior to the desired
impact that helps the organization or group. Your goal
in giving feedback is ultimately to be helpful both to
the individual and the organization. When relevant, tie
the feedback to some aspect of the goals, values, or
mission so the person can see how the feedback fits
and benefits both their individual growth and the
larger picture (rather than it being “personal”).
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 Decide What Type(s) of Feedback You’ll be Giving
You’ll want to explain early in the conversation what type(s) of feedback you’ll
be giving. (It may be more than one type.) Letting the person know what type it
is will help them listen and assimilate the information better.
 Think About the Language You Plan to Use
Use language appropriate to your “audience.” Spend some time thinking about
the best way to explain what you want to communicate.
 Consider Your Relationship with the Receiver
Think not just about the information you want to convey, but about how the
person is likely to receive it. Reflect on the dynamic between you--manager
to report, peer to peer, friend or colleague, direct report to manager. That
relationship will influence both how you give the feedback and how it is likely
to be received.
 Incorporate Your Concerns into Feedback
If you’re worried that the feedback you want to give could create long-lived
tension, bad feelings, or lowered productivity, use those concerns to help you
craft what you say and how you say it. For instance, “My concern has been that
you’ll hear this feedback as a criticism. It isn’t. I’m telling you this to help you get
to the next level, as we’ve discussed. These are new skills to develop to help you
get you there.”
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 Feedback Should be a Conversation
You’ll want to create a conversation as
part of giving feedback. Be prepared to
ask questions to understand the impact
of your feedback. Pause to ask if your
feedback makes sense, what they have
noticed on their own, and listen to what
they have to say about it.
 Give Specific Rather than General
Feedback
Give specific behavioral feedback rather
than general, vague feedback or
feedback based on “style,” “identity,” or
“personality.” Give specific examples of
behaviors that you want the person to
change or address, and describe in as
much detail as possible the alternative
behavior(s) you’d like to see. For
instance, if someone has a habit of
telling jokes that are inappropriate or
disrespectful, provide examples of the
past poor joking behavior, and also what
acceptable joking behavior is. If possible,
build from a strength, for instance “it’s
great to show your sense of humor, but
very important to make sure your humor
is appropriate and respectful. When in
doubt, the laugh isn’t worth the potential
negatives.” In essence, if you talk about a
general concept or set of behaviors, also
provide specific examples of what not to
do and what TO do so that both of you
are clear what’s “okay” and what isn’t.
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 Should the Feedback be Context Specific?
Recognize that the same behavior in a different context or with a different team
might be experienced differently. Try to use a “we” or “team” approach when
giving feedback because you’re talking about how the person’s behavior lands
in the context of your specific team, unit, and company.

 Positive, Specific Feedback
Don’t forget that positive feedback is much more impactful when it is specific.
Describe what the person did or said that was good, why it was good, and in
what types of situations more of that same behavior would be welcome.
Although “great job” may be nice to hear, it doesn’t really help the person grow
professionally, compared to, “when you came up with the solution to get us
back on track, it really saved us. Your creative problem solving is something
we’d love to see more of during a crisis.”
 The Where and When of Giving Feedback
Consider the venue. In general, positive feedback can be given anywhere, but
negative feedback should be given in private. While it’s sometimes important
to give the feedback close in time to the behavior you want to address,
negative feedback given publicly is more likely to trigger embarrassment and
defensiveness and risk losing the message.
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GIVING THE FEEDBACK
Put into practice the work you spent preparing the feedback (as above):

Explain the type(s) of feedback you’re giving (appreciation coaching,
evaluation) and your motive(s) for giving it. For instance, “This is
coaching feedback to help you get better at making presentations.” Create
a conversation as part of giving feedback. Ask questions.
As much as possible, provide explanations or the reasoning behind the
feedback. It helps people understand where you’re coming from and why
you want more or less of the same or similar behavior.
Link the feedback about behavior to the desired impact that helps the
organization or group. Your goal in giving feedback is ultimately to be
helpful both to the individual and the organization. When relevant, tie the
feedback to some aspect of the goals, values, or mission so the person
can see how the feedback fits and benefits both their individual growth
and the larger picture (rather than it being “personal”).

 Pay Attention to How the Feedback is Being Received
There can be a gap between the intent in giving feedback
and its impact on the receiver (or the person who
overhears, or hears about it second hand.) Sometimes,
even when we’re trying to say or do the right thing, that’s
not how it’s received by the other person. They may not
understand our intent, and we may not realize that the
feedback isn’t landing in the way we intended. Pay
attention in the moment and make an effort to assess or
even ask how your input is being heard.
That’s why it’s important to ask questions to see how
the feedback is “landing.”Make sure the person
understands the feedback.
When you explain a problematic behavior (pattern),
see whether the person can throw additional light on
it. Perhaps something was going on that you didn’t
know about.
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 Prioritize the Feedback
Prioritize the feedback. If you’re providing feedback about a number of
behaviors that warrant improvement, make sure you tell the person which one
or two are of the highest importance and make clear that’s where the effort for
change should go. The Receiver will realistically only take in a few points in one
meeting.

 Be Open If the Receiver Disagrees
If the Receiver doesn’t agree with your feedback, or doesn’t respond in an open,
curious, and eager-to-learn way, stay calm. Breathe. Refocus on the goal of the
feedback and ask for the person’s input—how does he or she see it? Really try
to hear what the person is saying.
Recognize that it’s possible you don’t know the full story and the behavior
makes sense in context.
Ask yourself whether it’s possible that you’ve over-focused on a small thing,
made incorrect inferences, or have missed the bigger picture?
Is there information you don’t have that would change your feedback?
 Too Much Information for Receiver?
Ask if the person wants to stop here to pick up the conversation at a second
meeting. (If they’re not in a state to really hear you, how much point is there in
continuing?)
 Is Now a Good Time for Feedback?
If you’re giving the feedback at a time that isn’t a planned feedback meeting,
ask permission (“Is this a good time for me to give you some feedback?) If it
isn’t a good time, schedule it. Note: Research shows that feedback is most
effect when it’s close in time to the relevant behavior, rather than waiting for a
performance review.
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 Paint a Clear Picture of What Success Looks Like
Make clear what “success” looks like when providing coaching or evaluative
feedback.
 Good Effort!
Make sure you give specific, positive feedback for efforts—specific behaviors—
that were on target, even if the effect was disappointing because of forces
beyond the Receiver’s control.

TIPS WHEN RECEIVING FEEDBACK
When receiving feedback, our responsibility is to try to find the useful
information and apply it. For appreciative feedback, that may mean taking
note of what we did that was valued so that we can do something similar in
the future. For coaching feedback, that may mean understanding where,
how, and with whom we should try to do things differently (or more) and
why we should do so (e.g., for our own professional development). For
evaluative feedback, it may mean understanding our position in our team
or organization and how we’re doing compared to how we’re expected to
be doing and what our next steps should be (including whether the current
role is viable).

COPYRIGHT 2021 LIVE IN THEIR WORLD

WWW.LIVEINTHEIRWORLD.COM
INFO@LIVEINTHEIRWORLD.COM

11

BEST PRACTICES IN GIVING AND RECEIVING FEEDBACK

GETTING IN A GROWTH MINDSET ABOUT FEEDBACK
Receiving feedback well requires us to be open to and curious about the
information. When we disagree with parts (or all) of it, our task is to try to
understand the feedback-giver’s perspective. After all, we’re getting this
feedback based on the information the Giver has amassed. Often, there is at
least a kernel of a learning opportunity for us, even if we disagree.
Of course, it’s easier to have that open, curious perspective when we know
that feedback is coming (such as a performance review). We can mentally
prepare ourselves. When we’re not prepared, when given constructive
feedback (what we could do better/differently) we may feel disappointed or
defensive. But research shows that feedback is most useful, and learning
best happens, when we get it close in time to the relevant behavior, so that the
feedback is very specific and relevant. This process is called continuous
feedback, with the idea that we should, ideally, be continuously getting
feedback about what—specifically—we’re doing well, what could be
improved, and in what contexts, with which people.

"To make maximal use of continuous feedback, and to
advance our own professional development, we are best
off developing that open-to-feedback perspective full
time."
Feedback can happen in a planned way, such as during a performance
review, or spontaneously. With the latter, we may feel blindsided. We may
get defensive. To make maximal use of continuous feedback, and to
advance our own professional development, we are best off developing that
open-to-feedback perspective full time. Such a perspective is part of a growth
mindset—a belief that you have the capacity to learn, rather than a fixed
mindset of “this is who I am and I can’t change.” With a growth mindset, you
are open to the constant learning opportunities that life offers, relishing
challenges, in part, for the learning opportunities they provide. Developing a
growth mindset is one of the best tools for receiving feedback well and making
the best use of that feedback, as well as the many other benefits associated
with a growth mindset.
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Below are specific skills to cultivate to take feedback well—to make the most
use of it, since people will go to the trouble to give you feedback. Taking
feedback well is a skill, which improves with practice. Some feedback will
come from people in positions “above” you, some from your peers, and
some from people who have less authority than you. All offer opportunities
for learning.

BE OPEN AND CURIOUS ABOUT THE FEEDBACK
To help you think about feedback as a learning opportunity, here are some
things to keep in mind.

 View Feedback as a Learning Opportunity
We need feedback to learn. When younger, our grades, and the feedback that
went with them, were there to help us learn, and to understand if our effort to
learn were working or needed adjustment. Sometimes we may think we know
how we’re doing, but feedback is the best way to find out how others are
thinking about our performance, our behavior.
 Learn the Impact of Our Words and Deeds
Feedback can help us learn how our words and actions affect our colleagues,
customers, and partners.
 Gap Between Intent and Impact
Remember that there can be a gap between the person’s intent in giving us
feedback and its impact on us. Sometimes, even when they are trying to say
or do the right thing, we feel its impact negatively.
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HOW TO RESPOND WHEN RECEIVING FEEDBACK
While listening to feedback there are things we can do to help make the
feedback useful.

Receiving feedback
can be particularly
challenging when
we have a
mismatch in the
type of feedback
we’re getting and
the type the giver is
trying to give.

 Clarify What Type of Feedback it is
When receiving feedback, clarify what type of feedback
the person seems to be offering (appreciation,
coaching, evaluation) so you can be sure how to listen
to the feedback. Receiving feedback can be
particularly challenging when we have a mismatch in
the type of feedback we’re getting and the type the
giver is trying to give (such as when coaching
feedback is heard as evaluating feedback). There can
also be a mismatch between the type of feedback
being given, and the type of feedback we want (such
as when the person is giving appreciative feedback,
but we really want coaching or evaluative feedback).
 Paraphrase What You’re Hearing
During the conversation, check in—I’m hearing this as
coaching—how are you intending it? (Or vice-versa).
Be explicit about what would be most helpful for you to
understand the feedback. As Douglas Stone and Sheila
Heen say, “Explicit disagreement is better than implicit
misunderstanding.”

Be explicit about
what would be most
helpful for you to
understand the
feedback.

 If the Feedback Feels Personal, Ask for Specific
Behaviors
If the feedback (particularly “constructive” feedback)
seems to address your identity, character, or
personality, ask about specific behaviors or behavior
patterns relevant to what they’re describing. Listen
without justifying or explaining—the goal is to digest
the information, rather than try to counter it.
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 Take Some Deep Breaths if it’s Hard to Hear the Feedback
Sometimes it’s hard to hear the content of the feedback because of our
emotional response. Take a breath. Or two. Your goal is to understand the other
person’s perspective and take away the learning opportunities for you. We may
get defensive, or they may not be skillful in saying things in a way we can hear
and objectively process. They think they’re being helpful, and we think of them
as misguided (at best). Regardless of the skill with which feedback is delivered,
we need to step back and remind ourselves that there is always an opportunity
for learning in the feedback we are given.
 Ask for Specific Behaviors with
Positive Feedback
“Positive” feedback is as
important for learning as
“constructive” feedback. If you
receive general, vague “job well
done” type positive feedback. Ask
for specifics so you know why it
was a job well done and whether
you should work to do something
similar again. Ask for feedback
focused on your behavior—your
efforts. You want to know both
what was appreciated about it
your efforts as well as whether the
outcome was what was needed,
and if not, to generate some ideas
as to what you might add to your
approach going forward.
Sometimes we do the exact right
thing, but the effect isn’t positive
because of forces out of our
control. You still want to know
about when you’ve done well,
even if the outcome wasn’t quite
what was hoped for.
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WHEN YOU DISAGREE WITH THE FEEDBACK
Whether because we get defensive, or because we just don’t see what the
person is talking about in the feedback, it’s inevitable that at some point,
we’ll disagree with some of the feedback. Here are some tips to keep in
mind when that happens.

"Remember
that
sometimes
perception is
reality, and
your goal will
be to change
that
perception
with both
your words
and your
actions."
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 Find the Aspect of Feedback that
Will be Useful
We all have blind spots. Others may see
things that we don’t see. Just because
we don’t agree doesn’t mean they don’t
have a point. Try not to get defensive.
Really listen to what the person is
saying, and see if you can find the
kernel of reality behind it—at least from
that person’s perspective.
Remember that sometimes perception
is reality, and your goal will be to
change that perception with both your
words and your actions.
 If You Need it, Ask for Time to
Process the Feedback
If you don’t agree with the feedback,
your goal is to hear it all first, then
explain your disagreement in a way
that makes it easier for the other
person to understand. You can always
say you want time to process the
feedback, and arrange another time to
discuss why you disagree and how to
move forward, given the information.
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 Make Sure you Understand What the Giver is Saying and Why
Ask questions to help you understand where the other person is coming from.
Do you disagree about the specific behaviors they’re mentioning (“I didn’t do
that”)? Or do you disagree about the effect of those behaviors (“I think it had a
positive effect for the client”)? If you disagree about whether the specific
behaviors happened, ask some trusted friends or colleagues about whether the
feedback sounds plausible. If you disagree about the effects, ask questions to
help you understand the basis of their beliefs. That person may have different
information than you have.

No matter what, though, appreciate that someone has gone to the
trouble of giving you the feedback, and take the time and energy to find
value in it, and to understand how you can use the information that has
been shared. All input has value, even if that value is not immediately
clear or applicable. Make thoughtful choices ¬about whether/how you
use the information and what you’re learning.
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REMEMBER...
GIVING FEEDBACK
Gather your thoughts
beforehand; focus on specific
behaviors or patterns, not
vague qualities like “style” or
personality.
Frame the conversation in a way
most likely for the Receiver to
hear it—remember there can be
a gap between intent and
impact.
Ask whether your description
matches the Receiver's
experience. If not, ask why not
and listen. You may not know
the whole context.
When giving positive feedback,
be specific about the behaviors
and contexts; be prepared to
provide examples.
Link behavior feedback to a
desired impact that helps the
group.
Consider the venue and timing.
Prioritize what’s most important
for the Receiver to work on
improving.
Make clear what “success”
looks like when providing
coaching or evaluative
feedback.
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RECEIVING FEEDBACK
Try to find the useful
information and apply it.
Be open to and curious about
the information.
Try to listen with a growth
mindset; use this time to learn
how your words and actions
affect others.
Clarify if the person Is offering
appreciation, coaching, or
evaluation, so you can know
how best to listen.
If the person addresses your
identity, character, or
personality, ask about specific
behaviors.
If It is hard to hear, take a
couple of breaths. Hear it all.
Ask questions so you
understand where the person is
coming from. Then, if you
disagree, explain why in a way
that is easy to understand.
If you’re not getting specific
feedback about what you’re
doing well and should do more
of, ask.
Let the person know that you
appreciate the time and effort
taken to provide you with the
feedback.
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