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3 Highly Effective Ways to Give Critical
Feedback

How to give candid feedback for the best results in any relationship

Posted Jun 01, 2016

Source: Anna Vander Stel/Unsplash We have this idea that — whether at work or in
personal relationships — giving critical feedback is
necessary but difficult. The relationship may become damaged if there are hurt feelings. Sometimes we prefer
not to say anything, but then feel resentful and the problem is not resolved. The good news is that there are

three highly effective ways to give feedback in a way that actually improves your relationship.

At the workplace, for example, employees in unfair working conditions need to be able to dissent, and criticism

and disagreement are part of any office. However, some companies have taken this idea to extreme levels. The
Wall Street Journal reports that “front-stabbing” is being embraced by managers tired of “dancing around the
issue.” Val DiFebo, CEO of Deutsch’s New York office, understands such confrontation as “more big-hearted and
caring ... than going behind someone’s back.” Certainly a culture that involves back-stabbing is not a good
option; however, front-stabbing may not be much better - whether at work or at home.

The movement toward radical frankness emerges out of the false assumption that having a supportive work or
personal relationship is antithetical to honest, straightforward, no-nonsense feedback.

However, not only can feedback given in a supportive way be honest, it is immeasurably more effective than
blunt criticism in three critical ways: It motivates performance, is less likely to be misinterpreted, and uplifts
rather than crushing employees.

Kim Scott, who worked directly for Sheryl Sandberg at Google, recounts a time when Sandberg gave her candid
feedback on her presentation mannerisms: “When you say ‘um’ every third word, it makes you sound stupid.”
For Scott, it was a turning point. But the reason Scott could take that feedback so well was that “I knew that she
cared personally about me. She had done a thousand things that showed me that.” In sum, “candor” and
“positive” are not antithetical. Research shows that honest and candid feedback in the workplace, when given in
a supportive way, foster higher performance and employee resilience. When given in a harsh and denigrating

way, it destroys motivation and engagement.

Moreover, we know that a positive work environment leads to greater productivity, lower turnover, and better
health outcomes, while creating an environment that is hostile, anxiety-provoking, and negative leads to lower
productivity, performance, creativity, and engagement. Psychological safety improves learning and performance
outcomes, and, as research by Amy Edmondson of Harvard demonstrates, is created when leaders are
inclusive, humble, and encourage their staff to speak up or ask for help. An oppressive culture simply cannot

— over the long run — lead to generative results.

3 Rules of Thumb for Giving Feedback

Here are three, research-backed rules of thumb to help managers deliver constructive and candid feedback
without “front-stabbing”:
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feedback more than positive feedback. (You know this if you’ve ever had one bad conversation ruin your
whole day.) Positive communication correlates with much higher worker engagement, our research
suggests. You can correct your employees, even criticize or confront them, but you want to do so in a
positive context. That is when you will see the best results and maintain morale and engagement.

2. Focus on communicating the other person’s strengths, unique contributions, and best-self
demonstrations. Traditionally, we tend to focus on giving employees critical feedback. However, by focusing
on their weaknesses, we only create competence. By focusing on their strengths, we create excellence. Be
as specific about positive feedback as you are about negative feedback. We usually gloss over the
strengths, mentioning them briefly but then focus in much greater detail on the critical feedback. Remember
to add examples and details to your positive feedback.

3. Emphasize collaboration and commonalities. Try to stay objective when you speak about the negative
event. Describe the problematic situation (rather than evaluating it), identify objective consequences or your
personal feelings associated with it (rather than placing blame); and suggest acceptable alternatives (rather
than arguing about who is right or at fault).

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

Eileen Fisher's Compassionate Communication

For a case study of how this can work in practice, consider Eileen Fisher, whose 800-person retail

company generated $300 million in 2015. She attributes part of her success to positive communication. “I try to
listen and be open to people. | invite others to share what they really think and feel by being open about my
own thoughts and feelings. | approach questions with openness and a curiosity about what people actually
think. I try to be kind no matter what. There is more collaboration when you come from kindness.”

Fisher shared an anecdote in which she approached a problematic situation in this way: “There are many
examples where people with differing perspectives needed to work together. Recently, there was a situation
where two employees were having a difficult time understanding each other — there was resistance to working
together. | spoke to each of them separately and shared what | saw as the gifts, talents and good intentions of
the other. | invited them to get together and just listen — be open, try to support, just ‘be with’ the other. The
result was that they both felt really good about their connection. And that’s where something happens.
Through connection comes creativity. And creativity is where opportunities open up.”

If you want to implement more positive communication, the data shows that you must do so sincerely and
authentically — otherwise it can have the reverse effect. Applying a technique disingenuously produces
cynicism and defensiveness. Fisher shares that she encourages a positive and compassionate workplace “by

modeling my own vulnerability and authenticity. | share my feelings and fears and believe in speaking to what is
true. It's amazing to see the ideas and energy that surface by telling people the truth. You tap into this
collective drive. You’re able to come together and move things forward.”

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT
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GET THE WHITEPAPER

Leaders who want to get results should thus pay more attention to the critical importance of creating
psychologically safe work environments by emphasizing positive, authentic communication. You can be both
candid and caring.

THE
HAPPINESS
TRACK

HOW TO APPLY THE SCIENCE OF HAPPINESS

For more on the science of happiness and success, see

my new book The Happiness Track: How to Apply the
Science of Happiness to Accelerate Your Success
(HarperOne 2016).

This article is co-authored with Kim Cameron, Ph.D., is
the William Russell Kelly Professor of Management and
Organizations at the Ross School of Business at the
University of Michigan and the author of Positive
Leadership and Practicing Positive Leadership.

A version of this article was first published on Harvard

Business Review
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