Common pitfalls in giving feedback

· Not spending enough time on initiation

If you don’t discuss the benefits the other person will reap from the feedback session they will inevitably invent their own reasons (for example, ‘Oh no, what have I done wrong this time?’). The way the feedback exercise is presented and the time invested in explaining it are crucial to the results obtained: focus on the positive consequences.  Change is much more likely if they believe an altered behaviour will make their own personal life better – they have to see a personal advantage.

· Phrases that minimise the effectiveness of feedback

Try and avoid these sorts of phrases:

1. Obligation: ‘I’m duty-bound to tell you this’.
2. Standing on moral high ground: ‘It is for your own good!’
3. Minimising: ‘Don’t worry; it is not such a big deal.  Everyone does it at some time’.

4. Colluding: ‘You’re probably right, perhaps I am overreacting’.
5. Bullying and fudging: taking a long time to get to the point and covering many irrelevancies.

· Chat versus challenge
Far too often, we see feedback sessions that end up becoming a chat rather than anything challenging.  By challenge we don’t mean arguing with them.  Simply that we challenge their internal models (thoughts) to help them check whether they are still fit for purpose; pushing them to reaching higher levels.  

But too often we see trainers avoiding areas that could be contentious or seem overcritical. Unfortunately, this keeps both of you in your comfort zones resulting in feedback that is broad without any specifics.   The issue under discussion therefore remains undissected and that means the potential for identifying ways of improving on skills is severely hampered.

Challenging them creates a forum in which they can challenge you back, this creating a free space for open and two way dialogue.

· Rescuing too soon

As good people, we don’t like to see others in distress.  When giving difficult feedback, there is a tendency to rescue people in trouble. When we see people who have lost their composure or have become a bit tearful, we may be tempted to quickly withdraw remarks or to temper them differently.  

What can you do?  First, define who’s the one with the problem – you or the receiver?  Did you give the feedback sensitively?  Did you follow the principles in this chapter?  If you did, then use silence rather than withdrawing the point made.  If something is correct and needs to be said, then the receiver needs to know this and their reaction should not alter it.

· Dampening down key constructive messages by overplaying the positives

Sometimes, especially with the positive-negative-positive sandwich method of feedback, you can end up giving mixed messages.   An example might be: ‘The first part of your presentation was well structured but the second part wasn’t and was confusing for me.  Overall though, you did really well’.   

This would be better: ‘The first part of your presentation was well structured but the second part wasn’t and was confusing for me.  For a first timer, I think you did really well but let’s see if you can maintain the initial good structure throughout.  Does that sound reasonable?’   

· Over-emphasising the negative

It is a mistake to concentrate exclusively on a person’s weaknesses. Feedback is also about signposting strengths about which the participant should be encouraged to feel proud and to develop further.

· Feeding back on behaviour you have not observed

This can be dangerous territory as you were not there!  But as trainers, we are often asked to do this by our other work colleagues.  The problem is that your evidence is the hearsay of other people and you can get into a bit of a sticky mess if the trainee thinks it’s unfair.  

Where possible, train others in giving feedback and then ask them to give feedback directly but sensitively themselves at the time.   If you do have to give feedback on behalf of someone else, do what they say as the only truth.  Do what you would do in your non-work life; that is to explore both sides of the story.   Don’t accuse, instead hear the other person’s story, explore feelings and encourage a two way dialogue.

· Not monitoring the relationship continuously

When giving feedback, you need to continuously read the other person: the verbal and non-verbal cues they give off.   Otherwise you will miss the early signs of them not engaging with what is being said and that ultimately leads to disagreement and an emotionally charged session.   If you find yourself in a feedback session that started off okay but has then deteriorated, ask yourself whether you need to stop and rebuild the relationship (for example by restating the objectives (what’s in it for them) or alternatively exploring the obstacle holding you both back).

· Having no action or support

Feedback is effective IF it results in action.   No doubt the responsibility of that is really down to the receiver but you can help make that happen.  A good facilitator not only helps clarify what needs building on, but also how that might be achieved (the action plan). 
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