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EXECUTIVE BRIEF

Whatever level you occupy in an organization, from line
manager to senior executive to team leader, the skill of giving
meaningful and effective feedback is an important component
to helping other people develop and to getting the job done.
Creating and delivering a specific message based on observed
performance is key to effective feedback. Your feedback should
enable the receiver to walk away understanding exactly what
he or she did and what impact it had on you. When the result
is this specific and this direct, there is a better chance that the
person getting the feedback will be motivated to begin, contin-
ue, or stop behaviors that affect performance. This guidebook
explains how to deliver effective feedback by showing how to
build your message, when to deliver it, and how to communi-
cate it. By using the methods and examples in this guidebook,
your feedback becomes a tool for development — for others
and for yourself.
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What Is Effective Feedback?

As a manager, you probably spend a good deal of time reviewing
and measuring all kinds of information to understand the factors
that affect your business. What is my division’s revenue versus ex-
penses for the quarter and what is driving expenses up? What percentage
of our quota has my division achieved year to date and what is left in the
pipeline? What is our current production level and how can we increase
capacity in the short term? Determining specific quantifiable num-
bers and developing clear action plans to reach those numbers are
integral components of a manager’s job. Yet oftentimes the same
managers who develop specific what if scenarios and examine busi-
ness data with the intense rigor of a scientist use no such speci-fics
or data when evaluating the company’s most important capital:
employee performance. Effective feedback requires that you use the
same attention to detail that you employ when analyzing business
information.

Creating and delivering a specific message based on observed
performance is key to effective feedback. You may have told a
fellow manager, a co-worker, or even your boss that he is a good
leader, or that she communicates well, or that he needs to be more
strategic. You may believe that such statements are helpful examples
of feedback. But these statements only evaluate or interpret, they
don’t describe specific behavior so that a person can learn and
develop by repeating or avoiding that behavior.

Effective feedback should enable the receiver to walk away
understanding exactly what he or she did and what impact it had
on you. When the result is this specific and this direct, there is a
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better chance that the person getting the feedback will be motivated
to begin, continue, or stop behaviors that affect performance.
Think about statements you might have made to co-workers,
bosses, or subordinates that concerned their performance. Then
ask yourself: What did the person do that made you think he was
a good leader? What did she say and how did she say it to make
you think she communicates well? What did he do that made you !
conclude his thinking wasn’t strategic enough?
In the pages that follow you’ll learn how to answer questions
like those as you develop your feedback skills. After you've read
this guidebook, you will be able to:
* Give effective feedback to a boss, peer, or subordinate that
accurately represents your thoughts without blame or judg-
ment.
* Become more conscious of a person’s actual behavior and
the messages it sends.
* Increase your awareness of the emotional responses you
have to the actions of others.
e Increase the likelihood that you will receive more effective
feedback that you can use for your own development.
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Ten Common Mistakes in Giving Feedback

During many CCL programs, we ask managers and executives:
“How many of you give good, consistent feedback to the people
you work with?” Usually only one or two people raise their hands.
Why so few? The reasons are varied: It's hard to do; I am afraid I
will say something I will regret; people get emotional when they
hear things they don’t like; it might jeopardize my work relation-
ships. All of these concerns are valid, but they all stem from com-
mon mistakes that people make when giving feedback:

1. The feedback judges individuals, not actions. Probably the num-
ber one mistake people make in giving feedback is putting
it in judgmental terms. If you say to someone “You were too
abrasive,” or “You need to be a better team player,” you send a
strong message about what you think is “right” or “wrong” and
that you've judged this person as falling short of expectations.
Judgmental feedback puts people on the defensive. By the time
the words are out of your mouth, your feedback recipient is
already thinking “Who do you think you are calling me abra-
sive?” The energy spent defending themselves from your attack
defeats any chance of a useful conversation.

2. The feedback is too vague. The second most common mistake
made in giving feedback is the use of generalized, cliché catch
phrases like “You are a good leader,” “You did a great job on
the presentation,” or “You have a lot of common sense.” The
person hearing these words may be happy to get the compli-
ment, but they won’t have any idea of what exactly they did to
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earn your praise. If you want to encourage someone to repeat
productive behavior, you have to let them know what they did
so they can keep doing it.

. The feedback speaks for others. To say something like “Sheila said .
that you seem confused about your new assignment,” or “Peo-

ple are telling me that they feel like you are micro-

managing them,” isn’t effective feedback. At best the recipient

will be perplexed by such statements and wonder where co-

workers got such a notion or wonder just who is talking behind

closed doors. At worst he or she may be embarrassed that such

a comment came through you, a third party, and resent co-

workers for making it in the first place. The person receiving the
feedback is likely to become defensive and unable to hear your

feedback.

. Negative feedback gets sandwiched between positive messages. If you

have to give negative feedback, it's tempting to first say some-

thing positive, then deliver a negative statement, then soothe

the situation with another positive message (a good-bad-good
sandwich). Your intentions may be good, but you're mistaken

if you think people hearing this kind of feedback get the right

message. Instead, the recipient will soon figure out what you're ;
doing, filter out the two positive ends, and focus on the nega-

tive message in the middle.

. The feedback is exaggerated with generalities. Another key mis-
take is using language like “always” or “never.” Hearing these
words, people naturally get defensive as they can remember
plenty of times when they did not do what you claim they did.

. The feedback psychoanalyzes the motives behind behavior. Telling
someone that you know they are behaving a certain way be-
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cause of an impending divorce, jealousy over a co-worker’s
advancement, or burnout is ineffective because what you think
you know about someone’s intents and motives is probably
dead wrong. Feedback that goes to motive is likely to cause
resentment on the part of the recipient.

. The feedback goes on too long. Oftentimes when people give other

people feedback, they don’t know when to stop. They give
advice, describe personal experiences, and try to solve the other
person’s problem. People receiving feedback need time to digest
and assimilate the information they have just received.

. The feedback contains an implied threat. Telling someone her job

is in jeopardy (“Do you want to be successful in this organiza-
tion?”) doesn’t reinforce good behavior or illustrate bad behav-
ior. It only creates animosity.

. The feedback uses inappropriate humor. If giving feedback is un-

comfortable to you, or if you sometimes speak before thinking,
you might use sarcasm as a substitute for feedback. But saying
“good afternoon” to a colleague who is ten minutes late for a
morning meeting doesn’t tell that person how that behavior
affected you or provide reasons to change that behavior.

The feedback is a question, not a statement. Phrasing feedback as
a question (“Do you think you can pay closer attention during
our next meeting?”) is too indirect to be effective. It may also
be interpreted as sarcastic, to which the recipient may respond
defensively, or rhetorical, to which the recipient may respond
with indifference.
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Developing Effective Feedback Skills

You can avoid common feedback mistakes by learning how to
communicate important information about performance to sub-
ordinates, peers, or superiors in a way that helps them hear what
you are saying and helps them identify ways in which they can
improve. During the course of giving feedback to tens of thousands
of people over many years, CCL has developed a feedback tech-
nique we call SB, shorthand for Situation-Behavior-Impact. Using
this technique, which CCL teaches to thousands of managers every
year, you can deliver feedback that replaces personal attack, incor-
rect judgments, vague statements, and third-party slights with
direct and objective comments on a person’s actions. Hearing this
kind of feedback, the recipient can more easily see what actions he
or she can take to continue and improve performance or to change
behavior that is ineffective or even an obstacle to performance. 7

The SBI technique is effective because it’s simple. When
giving feedback you describe the situation, you describe the behav-
ior you observed, and you explain the impact that the behavior had
on you. Simple, direct, and effective—if you learn the three steps
and practice them regularly. In the following pages, we will show
you how to use each component of the SBI approach.

Capture the Situation

The first step in giving effective feedback is to capture and
clarify the specific situation in which the behavior occurred. If you
say “On Tuesday, in the break room with Carol and Fred,” rather
than “A couple days ago at the office with some people,” you avoid
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the vague comments and exaggerations that torpedo so many
feedback opportunities. Describing the location and time of a be-
havior creates context for your feedback recipients, helping them
remember clearly their thinking and behavior at the time.

Remember, capturing the situation is only the start of your

feedback session. Here are a few examples of how you might
successfully describe a situation when giving feedback:

* “Yesterday morning, while we were inspecting the
plant...”

* “Last Monday, after lunch, while we were walking with
Cindy to the meeting . ..”

e “Today, first thing this morning, when you and I were
talking at the coffee machine . . .”

* “This past Friday night, at the cocktail party for the new
marketing manager, when Karl was explaining his new job
description . . .”

Specificity is important when recalling a situation. The more

specifics and details you can use in bringing the situation to mind,
the clearer your message will be.

Describe the Behavior

Describing behavior is the second step to giving effective
feedback. It’s also the most crucial step and the one most often
omitted—probably because behavior can be difficult to identify and
describe. The most common mistake in giving feedback happens
when judgments are communicated using adjectives that describe
a person but not a person’s actions. That kind of feedback is inef-
fective because it doesn’t give the receiver information about what
behavior to stop or to continue in order to improve performance.
Consider the phrases below:




Ideas Into Action Guidebooks

He was rude during the meeting.

She was engaged during the small-group discussion.

She seemed bored at her team’s presentation.

He seemed pleased with the report his employees
presented. *!
These phrases describe an observer’s impression or interpre- |
tation of a behavior. Now look at the following list of actions an J
observer might witness that would lead to those impressions and
interpretations.
* He spoke at the same time another person was speaking.
(Rude)
e She leaned forward in her chair, wrote notes after other
people spoke, and then said her thoughts to the group,
repeating some of the things that other people said.
(Engaged)
e She yawned, rolled her eyes, and looked out the window.
(Bored)
e He smiled and nodded his head. (Pleased)
The phrases in this list use verbs to describe a person’s ac-
tions. The focus is on the actual behavior, not on a judgment as to
what the behavior might mean. If you remember to use verbs when
describing behavior, you avoid the mistake of judging behavior. By
focusing on the action, not the impression, you can communicate !
clear facts that a person can understand and act on.
In order to become more adept at identifying behavior and, in -
turn, be better able to effectively communicate what you have seen
to the feedback recipient, you have to capture not only what people
do but how they do it. The new CEO who stands before her com-
pany and says “I'm excited to be your new president” will appear
insincere if she has no expression on her face, speaks in a flat voice,
and uses no hand gestures. So when giving people feedback using
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Difficult Behaviors

To understand how difficult identifying behaviors can be, look
over the following list. Put a check next to the phrases that
describe behaviors:

____ Overconfident

__ Very aggressive

___ Needs to be less tactical and more strategic

__ Arrogant

____ Analytical and extremely logical in her approach

— Good team player who cares about the people in his
department

__ Extremely productive

____ Excellent all-around manager

_ Decisive

If you didn’t check any, then you're right on track. None of the
phrases in the list describes a behavior. Behaviors are actions
that people take. In contrast, the above list includes adjectives
that describe the person—not the person’s actions.

SBI, it is not only important to capture what is said or done but how
it is said and done. You can capture the how by paying attention to
three things: body language, tone of voice and speaking manner,
and word choice.

Body language is nonverbal communication and can include
facial expressions, eye movement, body posture, and hand gestures.
For example:

Jim was becoming increasingly irritated with Alice during their
meeting. Alice frequently shook her foot, shifted in her seat numer-
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ous times, tapped her pen on the table repeatedly, and nodded her
head at people as they passed by her cubicle while he was talking.

Although Alice never spoke, she sent loud and clear messages
through her body language. Jim can begin to give Alice effective
feedback by saying something like the following:

“ Alice, during our meeting yesterday in your cubicle I noticed that
you looked at your watch several times during a fifteen-minute
period. You tapped your pencil loudly on the table and shifted from
side to side in your seat. You also nodded your head at people as they
passed by your cubicle while I was speaking.”

Jim has communicated the situation and many clear instances
of behavior to Alice. His approach will help Alice understand the
impact of her behavior (the final step of giving effective feedback).

Tone of voice and speaking manner relates to the pitch of a
person’s voice, the speed and volume at which the person speaks,
and the pauses used when speaking. (Broadcasters, especially
sportscasters and news anchors, are masters of this.) Voice manner-
isms can be hard to notice and describe for the purpose of giving
effective feedback, but can be useful behavioral cues. For example:

Jason is introducing a new product idea to a group of his peers.
During his presentation he pauses on at least six different occa-
sions, halting in midsentence. After these pauses, his voice slows
down considerably. He speaks in a low monotone. When people ask
him questions, he suddenly speaks very fast. He ends his talk saying
“Thank you, thank you very much” in a tone that is louder than he
has used throughout the whole speech.

Some of the impressions that Jason might have created for
you may include uncertain, nervous, hesitant, not a good presenter. But
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to say just that to him doesn’t help him develop. Effective feed-
back would include a description of Jason’s speaking manner. You
would talk about how he presented the material—the pauses, the
tone and volume of his voice—as well as his body language:

“Jason, during your presentation yesterday you stopped several
times and spoke so low that it was difficult for me to hear you. Then,
toward the end of your presentation, when people asked questions,
you spoke faster and your voice got louder. The way you presented
made me feel like you weren’t well prepared or that you didn’t care
much about your presentation, and the way you spoke faster at the
end made me feel like you were in a rush to get out of the room.”

A person’s choice of words often can be the least important
component of behavior. Nevertheless, capturing the specific lan-
guage a person uses during a specific situation can help you give
effective feedback.

During a face-to-face team meeting with a small development group,
Bob loses his temper when he learns that Fred will miss a deadline.
Bob calls Fred a loser in front of the entire group. When the meeting
breaks up, the team members quietly file out without speaking to one
another.

If the content of a person’s message has an impact on you
and you want to give effective feedback, write down the speaker’s
words so you can remember exactly what was said:

“Bob, during the team meeting this morning you called Fred a
‘loser” in front of the whole group. I was really uncomfortable that
you singled out one person and used that kind of insult. After hear-
ing that, I felt that we weren't a team at all.”
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Points of Delivery

» When you approach someone to offer feedback, use a
phrase such as “May I share an observation with you?”
This open approach, in which you ask permission, can ease
anxiety and sets the scene for a conversation, not a con-
frontation.

¢ To create more openness around the notion of feedback,
ask for permission to give feedback, say something posi-
tive, ask if the person understands what behavior you're
talking about, then stop talking and walk away. This
positive approach can ease the fear many people have
when they hear the word “feedback.”

o Acknowledge the uneasiness or discomfort you may feel
when giving a person feedback. Say something like “As
I'm telling you this, I'm aware of how uncomfortable I
am.” A simple acknowledgment honors your experience
and can minimize the perceived threat of the feedback
experience from the receiver’s perspective.

Deliver the Impact

The final step in giving effective feedback is to relay the impact
that the other person’s behavior had on you. The impact you want
to communicate is not how you think a person’s behavior might
affect the organization, co-workers, a program, clients, a product,
or any other third party. The impact you want to focus on and
communicate is your reaction to a behavior. There are two direc-
tions you can take when sharing the impact of a person’s behavior.
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1. You can evaluate or make a judgment about the person’s
behavior: “I thought you showed interest when you asked for the
group’s opinions.” This tactic is the most common, but it is also
the less effective of the two because the person getting the feed-
back can argue with your interpretation of the behavior.

2. You can acknowledge the emotional effect the person’s behavior
had on you. “When you told me in the meeting that my concerns
about product deadlines were ‘overblown,’ I felt belittled.” This ap-
proach can be more effective than the first because it truly is
your reaction to someone’s behavior, a reaction that only you
experience. The person hearing your feedback can't easily
dismiss your personal experience, and so is more likely to hear
what you've said.

By communicating the personal impact a behavior has had on
you, you are sharing a point of view and asking the other person
to view that behavior from your perspective. That kind of sharing
helps to build trust, which in turn can lead to even more effective
feedback as communication is improved. If you have difficulty
finding the right word to describe the impact a behavior has had on
you, take a look at our list on page 26 for help.

To develop your effectiveness in carrying out the impact stage
of giving feedback, practice putting your feedback in the form of
“When you did (behavior), I felt (impact)” or “When you said (behavior),
Iwas (impact).” Here are some examples of how you might use this
form when giving feedback. (The examples illustrate the entire SBI
form, with the impact statement underlined.)

Peer feedback. Sophie, this morning in the hallway you asked for
my opinion about decisions to launch our new product. You also
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often ask me to join the group at lunch. That makes me feel included,
part of the team.

Subordinate feedback. Matt, in the meeting with the new vice-
president yesterday, you kept your voice at an even tone, even when .
she questioned your numbers. You held out your hand with your
palm up several times. I felt really at ease with your delivery.

Boss feedback. Karen, you have not commented once about the field
reports I have completed. [ feel slighted.
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Main

Now you know that to successfully give effective feedback you

must recount a specific situation, describe the precise behavior, and

explain what impact the behavior had on you. But even when you

know the proper form, there are pitfalls to avoid when you deliver

effective feedback, traps that can detract from your message and

weaken the developmental opportunity feedback provides. CCL's

experience in training managers how to give effective feedback has
highlighted ten key traps to watch out for.

1.

If you back out of the feedback you give, the receiver will lose
your message. “You interrupted me, which made me feel angry, but
the more I think about it, it was pretty hectic at the time . ..”

. If you pull in your own experiences, you take ownership away

from the feedback receiver. “I remember when I did that . ..”

. If you pull in your own vulnerability, you presume to know

what the receiver is experiencing or thinking. “I used to have the
same problem . . .”

. If you cushion your feedback, you can put the receiver on the

defensive and he or she will be less open to your message.
“You're not going to like hearing this . ..”

. If you label your feedback, you can create undue anxiety and

the receiver may not hear your entire message. “I have some
negative feedback to give you . ..”
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. If you give advice with your feedback, the receiver may think

you have a personal agenda. “Let me tell you what you need to do
to have a successful team meeting.”

. If you label behavior as a problem, you put the receiver on the

defensive and your message may not be heard. “You have a
problem getting your expense reports in on time.”

. If you don’t use words that precisely communicate your mes-

sage, or are insensitive to the language that you use, you can
cause unnecessary emotional reactions. “You were a real windbag
in that meeting this morning.”

. If you judge the person, not the behavior, the person hearing

your feedback will likely become defensive and resentful. “You
were disruptive today.”

If you delay in giving feedback, your memory of the event
might not be clear enough to be specific, and the receiver might
wonder why the conversation didn’t occur sooner. “Last month
when we were attending the regional trade show . ..”
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Putting It All Together

Review the situation, behavior, and impact steps that build
effective feedback and practice those steps at every opportunity.
You don’t have to wait for an actual feedback situation to arise to
review your skills. For example, the next time you attend a trade
show and hear a compelling presentation, think about what you
are experiencing that makes the presentation so valuable. Observe
the speaker and take note of the situation, the speaker’s behavior,
and the impact that behavior is having on you. Is the speaker using
hand gestures? What about tone of voice? What kinds of facial ex-
pressions is the speaker making? Are the speaker’s words appropri-
ate for the audience and the subject?

After you've practiced at a distance like this, it can be help-
ful to practice with a willing partner, preferably someone at work.
You can address a simple situation with a simple impact, but use
an instance that really takes place (an imaginary situation won’t
help much). State the facts (situation and behavior), then give your
response (impact).

Take time to reflect on your feedback efforts. Ask yourself,
“Why did I pay attention to this particular behavior? What does
this say about me?” Perhaps you've observed behaviors that you
want to develop in yourself or behaviors you want to drop or
guard against. Reflection also gives you time to understand the true
nature of the impact the behavior had on you. Ask yourself, “How
did I feel when she talked to me in that tone of voice?” or “What
emotional response did I have when he shook my hand and said
my reports showed good research and attention to detail?” Reflec-
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tion will help you become more concise and focused in delivering
your feedback message, and help you avoid traps that weaken your
message.

As you become more familiar with the approach and more
comfortable with the delivery, your feedback skills will become
more and more effective. The people you work with—your boss,
colleagues, and subordinates—will benefit from the effort you put
toward helping them develop. You in turn will benefit from devel-
oping a useful skill that not only helps to raise the productivity of
all the people around you but also bolsters your personal leader-
ship skills.
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The Dozen Do’s and Dont's of Effective Feedback

Do

= e
SRS

Don’t

T i Y
SRS

O ® NSO LN

O ® NG

Be specific when recalling the situation.

Be specific when describing the behavior.
Acknowledge the impact of the behavior on you.
Judge the behavior.

Pay attention to body language.

Use verbatim quotes.

Re-create the behavior, if appropriate.

Give feedback in a timely manner.

Give your feedback, then stop talking.

Say “I felt” or “I was” to frame your impact statement.
Focus on a single message.

Be sensitive to the emotional impact of your feedback.

Assume.

Be vague.

Use accusations.

Judge the person.

Pass along vague feedback from others.

Give advice unless asked.

Psychoanalyze.

Qualify your feedback by backing out of the description.
Use examples from your own experience.

Generalize with words like “always” or “never.”

. Label your feedback as positive or negative.

Sandwich your feedback messages with words like “but.”




