Handling Undesirable Reactions to Feedback


Generally

Trying to tear down defences in someone who doesn’t appear to be engaging in feedback is not constructive.  Those defences are there for a reason and we need to explore them to find out what’s behind them.  If you’re sure you’ve followed the guidance in this chapter on giving feedback and still experience some sort of barrier or lack of receptiveness from the other person, follow this guidance:


More Specifically

Although this section outlines more specific examples and tailored advice, you should still observe the general principles above.

· The learner in denial (defensive and resistant)

‘I only did that because...’ or ‘I can’t really see what the problem is.’

Some learners are resistant to any change; no matter what you say they have a counter argument. They may blame others or procedures or the teaching. They may even have the excuse ready before you have finished discussing the problem! This can be an attribute of their personality, an outcome of previous experience and upbringing – perhaps a feeling of insecurity, resentment towards the person giving feedback or a distrust in the overall organisation

A way forwards is to make them aware of their negativity – in a sensitive but forthright manner.   Make them aware of the implications of their attitude and behaviour for themselves and others around them.  Explore factors which have led to this attitude (previous experience, upbringing) and factors which may be maintaining it (a distrust of the organisation).  Go back to basics; you may need to:

· Start from a clean slate and rebuild a climate of honesty, integrity, trust and confidentiality.

· Build your relationship with them – help them to express their feelings, acknowledge and value them (respect).

· Help them understand the principles of feedback and how it will benefit them – really hook them in.

· Reiterate the facts (what you saw and/or heard) – it’s difficult to argue against the evidence.

· Refer the individual to the standards expected of him or her and ask them what they could do differently to prevent the situation from happening again.

· The angry learner

‘I’ve had enough of this...’

If this situation arises, ask yourself if you’ve done or said anything that could have provoked that reaction.  If you have, apologise.  If you haven’t, get the trainee to calm down - this may mean leaving them alone for a while.  When they are in a less emotionally charged state, explore what led to the anger reaction.   Follow the general principles above; gently set some ground rules.  Re-hook them back into the session by restating what you’re trying to do and what they’ll get out of it.

· The trainee who always blames others

‘That wasn’t really my fault.  It was the receptionist who..’

Blaming others is a common tactic employed when receiving uncomfortable feedback. There is a tendency to blame others and to cite numerous examples of other people’s problematic behaviour to minimise their own actions.

When confronted with this, acknowledge their feelings, deflect them trying to focus the session on other people and remind them that they’re the focus of this session.  Remind them of the purpose of the session – to help them become better.  The aim is to get them on board, not to get into further confrontation. 

· The trainee who rationalises
‘I’ve had a particularly bad week’ or ‘Doesn’t everyone do this?’

A trainee who rationalises is someone who finds excuses for justifying undesirable behaviour. Don’t get drawn in.   Remind them that you’re here to help them.  Restate the facts and again refer the individual to the standards expected of him or her and ask them what they could do differently the next time in the same circumstance to prevent it from happening again.

· The trainee who plays the victim: the Karpman drama triangle
‘Everyone around here causes problems – it’s not just me, but it always comes back to me’

This person feels everyone is always out to get them and that they always end up taking the heat.   If you’re interested more in this, plug ‘Karpman drama triangle’ into Wikipedia.  In the Karpman drama triangle1, one person plays the victim who blames another person (the persecutor).   The person the ‘victim’ airs his/her feelings to often takes on the role of the rescuer – trying to make things better.  
In doing so, a couple of things can happen:

· The rescuer may end up making the victim feel better and the persecutor bad.   The persecutor then becomes the victim, the rescuer becomes the persecutor and ironically the initial victim may become the rescuer.   
· If the rescuer isn’t able to help with the situation, the victim may then blame the rescuer for ‘not doing their job’ thus making the rescuer the persecutor and ironically, the initial persecutor may become the rescuer.

· Be aware of the dangers of the drama triangle!

To avoid being sucked into the drama triangle, challenge the victim – what is it that makes him or her feel this way?   Is that a perception or reality?  On what evidence do they feel this way?   Is it possible for there to be another side of the story?  How can we check out if that is the case?  Sensitively tell them how they comes across to you and how you find it difficult to help them with such a negative mindset.  Ask them explicitly if they want to move towards a more positive future where life and people are good.
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Name and explore the resistance 


‘You seem bothered by this.  Help me understand why.’





Re-hook them


‘Before we go on to talk about this issue and try and seek some way through it, can you see why it’s important?  How it will help you in the future?’  They have to see a personal advantage to their lives by engaging.





Keep the focus positive 


‘If we can find a way of dealing with this in the future, imagine how much easier your life will be.’





Negotiate


‘I can help you with this issue, but first I need you to commit to….’





Allow time out 


‘Do you need some time to think about this?’





Try to convince the trainee to own one part of the problem 


‘So you would accept that on that occasion you did lose your temper?’





Keep the responsibility where it belongs 


‘What will you do to address this?’





Acknowledge emotions


‘I can see that talking about this is difficult for you’. You may need to postpone any further discussion to a more emotionally stable time.





The aim is NOT to get rid of uncomfortable feelings


Uncomfortable feelings are good when they are generated within ourselves by ourselves.  Why?  Because the person is no longer in their comfort zone and that might be the catalyst needed to trigger change.  By uncomfortable feelings we DO NOT mean another person tearing them to shreds!  The uncomfortable feeling has to be internally generated by the receiver as a result of now knowing what they should have done but didn’t.   
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