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m / - T"ell, I think that covers it!" 
% W / Sheila says, wrapp ing up 

T o m ' s a n n u a l p e r f o r -
• T m a n c e rev iew. "Do you 

h a v e a n y o t h e r q u e s t i o n s ? No?. . . 
Good . I hope you don' t take my crit-
i c i sm p e r s o n a l l y . J u s t m a k e t h e 
changes we talked about , and you'll 
be fine." 

Shei la b e l i e v e s tha t T o m l eaves 
the meet ing unders tand ing her eval-
uat ion. But that night. T o m tells his 
w i f e t h a t She i l a d i d n o t e x p l a i n 
clearly her expec ta t ions for his per-
f o r m a n c e o r r e c o m m e n d specif ic-
ways that Tom can improve. 

" W h a t d o e s s h e m e a n . I 'm ' n o t 
eff ic ient e n o u g h ? What can I d o to 
improve?" Tom asks rhetorically. He-
s h a k e s his h e a d , f e e l i n g a fami l ia r 
sense of irritation. "I just don ' t know 
wha t s h e w a n t s f r o m me," h e says. 
" H o w c a n I i m p r o v e w h e n I d o n ' t 
k n o w t h e s t a n d a r d f o r s u c c e s s ? I 
really feel criticized." 

M e a n w h i l e , Shei la is t e l l ing h e r 
husband that she is relieved that the 
c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h T o m w e n t s o 
smooth ly . "I ha te r ev iew t ime," she 
confides. "I never k n o w h o w to talk 

Most managers shrink 
from their most important 

task—managing the 
performance of others. 

Here's how to turn 
a painful task into a 

productive one. 

w i t h m y p e o p l e a b o u t p r o b l e m s , 
especially if the person is a 'keeper ' 
w h o never forge ts any th ing said to 
him. Besides, I've never even had a 
pe r fo rmance review from any of my 
bosses!" 

Most p e o p l e don ' t like f eedback . 
They don ' t like to give it or receive 
it. Not surprisingly, m a n y organiza-
tions neglect the performance-review 
process. 

But lean organizations can't afford 
poor pe r fo rmers , and worke r s can' t 
afford poor reviews. More than ever, 
e m p l o y e e s n e e d and e x p e c t use fu l 
feedback. Both supervisors and sub-
ordinates need to communicate com-
fortably and clearly during a review. 

Because employees often perceive 
their supervisors as dishing out feed-
b a c k b u t n o t t a k i n g it. t h e y d o n ' t 

realize that giving f e e d b a c k is diffi-
cult . M a n a g e r s m a y relish a review-
when they can h e a p praise on a high 
per former . But w h e n they must dis-
c u s s a n e m p l o y e e ' s s h o r t c o m i n g s , 
the process becomes painful. 

Why a re even e x p e r i e n c e d man-
agers so reluctant to conduct perfor-
m a n c e reviews? Usually for the fol-
lowing reasons: 
\ P e o p l e a v o i d con f l i c t—rea l a n d 
perceived. 
\ People don' t want to take respon-
sibility for their judgments. 
ft P e o p l e a re m o r e cer ta in of thei r 
judgments than of their facts, 
ft People are afraid that if they staii 
g iving clear, se r ious f eedback , they 
also will receive candid feedback on 
their own performance. 

In shor t , f e w p e o p l e learn f r o m 
life e x p e r i e n c e a l o n e h o w to g ive 
a n d r ece ive f e e d b a c k we l l . Never -
the l e s s , m a n a g e r s c a n ' t c e d e the i r 
respons ib i l i ty to max imize employ-
ees ' performance. So. most managers 
have to deve lop their feedback skills. 

Managers can improve the process 
by learning to think differently about 
f e e d b a c k . By f o c u s i n g on the key 
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The Four Elements of Feedback 

OBSERVATIONS ASSESSMENTS CONSEQUENCES DEVELOPMENT 

Missed the Friday Undependable in Transfer to another Meet deadline 
deadline four meeting deadlines. job if late again. on time. 
times out of six. 

Standard: missing Reputation for Plan: Schedule 
one or two lack of next production 
deadlines might be dependability with manager 
excused, but four within any new and identify any 
is a signal of job at the sources of delay. 
a problem. company. Check in with 

manager at 
milestones. 

Screamed at team Unprofessional Lack of Must lower voice 
member and team behavior with employee and to acceptable 
member left team member. company volume and 
the room. respect. speak in a non-

Standard: Volume attacking manner. 
of voice must be Reduction in 
within speaking bonus. Plan: Coaching 
level. While using from manager 
an emphatic tone regarding issues 
is acceptable, behind behavior. 
screaming is not. 

Developed new Dependable and Opportunity for No improvement 
design on time, highly effective in next challenging needed; however, 
within budget, program design. project. suggest develop 
and above presentation 
industry standard. Standard: Program Recognition among for industry 

designs are peers and across conference. 
expected on time. department heads. 
Most people meet Plan: Work with 
industry standards, marketing to 
but few exceed them. develop materials. 

p r i n c i p l e s of e f f ec t ive 
f e e d b a c k , m a n a g e r s 
can learn to 
» v a l i d a t e f e e d b a c k 
they o f fe r to their em-
ployees 
i o b s e r v e e m p l o y e e s ' 
behav ior and c o m p a r e 
it to p e r f o r m a n c e e x -
pectations 
B attain peace of mind 
b e f o r e , d u r i n g , a n d 
a f t e r t h e i r f e e d b a c k 
meetings. 

Key principles 
Effective feedback rests 
o n t h r e e u n d e r l y i n g 
principles. 
F e e d b a c k t a k e s t w o . 
F e e d b a c k t a k e s p l a c e 
only dur ing a two-way 
conve r sa t i on in wh ich 
b o t h the part ies speak 
o p e n l y a n d l i s t en t o 
e a c h o t h e r ' s p o i n t of 
v iew. Writ ten c o m m u -
n i c a t i o n is i n h e r e n t l y 
one-sided. Until w e en-
g a g e in c o n v e r s a t i o n , 
w e only can h o p e the 
person unders tands our message. 
Feedback brings real i ty into focus. 
Feedback is a dynamic p rocess that 
b r i n g s t o g e t h e r t w o p e o p l e , e a c h 
with his or her own worldview, per-
sona l and profess iona l history, and 
value system. 

To create change , managers must 
u n d e r s t a n d h o w t h e i r e m p l o y e e s 
perceive events and why they act as 
they do. They mus t r emain o p e n to 
e m p l o y e e s ' i d e a s fo r s e l f - improve -
m e n t . M a n a g e r s w h o " te l l " t h e i r 
e m p l o y e e s h o w they are do ing miss 
v a l u a b l e f e e d b a c k t h e m s e l v e s . For 
instance, poor results that a manager 
attr ibutes to an employee ' s careless-
ness might b e caused by a p rob lem 
with a particular process. 
Good intentions matter. M a n a g e r s 
must clarify their intentions for feed-
back. To eva lua te o the rs effectively, 
m a n a g e r s mus t g e n u i n e l y w a n t to 
help them. Otherwise , the exchange 
will run into emot iona l barriers and 
p r o d u c e o n l y r o t e o r u n i n s p i r e d 
ideas for improvements . 

Suppose an employee ' s poor per-
f o r m a n c e has d i s rup ted the depar t -
men t . T h e m a n a g e r , s o u n d i n g irri-

t a t ed , d i s c u s s e s t h e i s sue wi th t h e 
employee . The manager ' s u n s p o k e n 
message—"You have m a d e m e look 
b a d , a n d I r e s e n t y o u f o r i t "— 
d rowns out the verbal feedback thai 
c o u l d h e l p t h e p e r s o n c o r r e c t t h e 
problem. 

M a n a g e r s c a n p u t t h o s e t h r e e 
principles into act ion by address ing 
f o u r key e l e m e n t s w h e n they p r e -
p a r e for and c o n d u c t p e r f o r m a n c e 
reviews: 
i o b s e r v a t i o n s — n e u t r a l f a c t s o r 
occurrences 
I a ssessments—persona l interpreta-
tions of a set of observed behavior 
I consequences—poss ib le or certain 
effects of continued behavior 
I d e v e l o p m e n t — s u g g e s t i o n s f o r 
improvement. 

Observations 
Managers must g r o u n d all f e e d b a c k 
in discrete observa t ions of behav ior 
or resul ts . For e x a m p l e , a m a n a g e r 
might observe , "Sara did not deliver 
the report to m e by the Friday noon 
deadline." 

O b s e r v a t i o n h o l d s t h e k e y t o 
r e s o l v i n g a n y c o n f u s i o n a b o u t a n 

employee ' s job perfor-
mance. When employ-
ees disagree, question, 
or react emotionally to 
f e e d b a c k , m a n a g e r s 
should restate the ob -
servations that initially 
p r o m p t e d t h e f e e d -
back. 

Observat ions shared 
by b o t h t h e m a n a g e r 
a n d e m p l o y e e fo rm a 
founda t ion of facts on 
w h i c h to base assess-
ments. ("Before w e get 
into a g e n e r a l assess-
m e n t , Sara , l e t ' s ta lk 
a b o u t w h a t I ' ve o b -
s e r v e d a n d w h a t you 
r e m e m b e r a b o u t t h e 
project's execution.") 

O b s e r v a t i o n s m a k e 
f e e d b a c k " r ea l " f o r 
e m p l o y e e s a n d g i v e 
them a chance to clar-
ify t h e i r v i e w p o i n t s . 
For example, if a man-
ager says an employee 
lacks decisiveness, the 
m a n a g e r s h o u l d s u p -
p o r t t h e a s s e s s m e n t 

with a specific instance in which the 
e m p l o y e e f a i l ed to m a k e a t imely 
decis ion . T h e e m p l o y e e then might 
e l abo ra t e o n the c i rcumstances . ("I 
c o u l d no t act b e c a u s e p u r c h a s i n g 
could not p rov ide the quo te s to m e 
b e f o r e M o n d a y . " ) T h e a d d i t i o n a l 
i n fo rma t ion might then p r o m p t the 
manager to revise his or her original 
assessment. 

Assessments 
Many m a n a g e r s lack c o n f i d e n c e in 
their a s sessments of employees . An 
a s s e s s m e n t is a v a l u e j u d g m e n t 
ba sed on s o m e s t anda rd . But, con -
sciously or not. w e of ten pass off our 
a s s e s s m e n t s a s o b s e r v a t i o n s . ( "We 
don' t have enough work to keep the 
business going.") 

For example , a manager might say 
to Sara, "You d o n o t m a n a g e y o u r 
t i m e e f f i c i e n t l y . " T h i s s t a t e m e n t 
impl ies tha t t h e m a n a g e r not o n l y 
k n o w s all the facts, but a lso k n o w s 
t h e r e a s o n f o r t h e u n a c c e p t a b l e 
results. Without explicitly linking an 
assessment to a n observat ion, man-
a g e r s risk c o n f u s i n g , a n g e r i n g , o r 
demoralizing employees . 
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DEVELOPMENT/ 
IMPROVEMENT 

JIM M J S T ARRIVE AT 9 A M 
OR BEFORE, EACH DAY." 

M o r e o v e r , p e o p l e 
assess t h e s a m e s i tua-
t i o n v e r y d i f f e r e n t l y , 
d e p e n d i n g o n t h e i r 
o u t l o o k a n d e x p e r i -
e n c e . S u p p o s e a tech-
nical spec i a l i s t w r i t e s 
an internal report sum-
marizing a major proj-
e c t . T h a t s p e c i a l i s t ' s 
m a n a g e r , w h o h a s a 
s t r o n g b a c k g r o u n d in 
technical writing, f inds 
the r epor t t o o fo rma l . 
It doesn ' t "tell a story," 
h e c o n t e n d s . But a 
manager in the f inance 
d e p a r t m e n t c o m m e n d s 
t h e r e p o r t a s e a s y t o 
read; she likes the way 
that the specialist high-
l i g h t e d t h e p r o j e c t ' s 
data. 

Each m a n a g e r mea-
su red t h e s a m e repor t 
against a different stan-
dard. Numerous factors 
i n f l u e n c e m a n a g e r s ' 
p e r s o n a l s t a n d a r d s , 
such as how they were 
r e a r e d , w h e r e t h e y 
l ive , a n d h o w m u c h 
t h e y e a r n . M a n a g e r s 
also are inf luenced by their industry, 
professional specialty, and the orga-
nizational culture of their workplace. 

Managers must gain insight into the 
conscious and unconscious standards 
they apply when they assess employ-
ees. Whether giving feedback formally 
o r i n f o r m a l l y , m a n a g e r s m u s t a sk 
themselves. "What personal standards 
am I using to make this assessment?" 
The answer often prompts a manager 
to alter his or her assessment. 

Managers also must consider com-
panywide standards for behavior and 
performance. 

S u p p o s e a n e m p l o y e e s t r o n g l y 
d i s a g r e e s w i t h h is o r h e r b o s s in 
f r o n t of o t h e r m a n a g e r s a n d s ta f f . 
T h e w a y t h e b o s s a s s e s s e s t h e 
e m p l o y e e ' s behav io r (a publ ic chal-
lenge) will d e p e n d on the boss 's per-
sonal expe r i ence and style for deal-
ing with conflict. 

But t h e m a n a g e r a l so mus t con -
s ider w h e t h e r the organiza t ion as a 
w h o l e has a s tandard for acceptab le 
in terpersonal communica t ion . Some 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s e n c o u r a g e f r a n k a n d 

The Feedback Process 
Four elements—observation, assessment, consequences, and development— 
make up the model for effective feedback. 

OBSERVATION 
" J IM HAS ARRIVED AT 

1 5 A.M. THREE OR FOUR 
DAYS A W E E K . " 

ASSESSMENT 
" J I M LACKS DISICIPLINE 

OR COMMITMENT." 

CONSEQUENCES 
"OTHER EMPLOYEES \ 

RESENT J IM'S T A R D I N E S S A 

In real life, the process does not always flow in this orderly way. The feedback 
process can start or end with any of these elements. But most feedback con-
versations begin with an assessment and then address the other three ele-
ments as follows: 
MANAGER: "John, your recent work has been outstanding." (Assessment) 
JOHN: "Thank you. Are you referring to any particular project or results?" 
MANAGER: "Yes, your analysis on ACME produced four key solutions for the 
project." (Observation) 
JOHN: "Was there anything I could have done better?" 
MANAGER: "There were no real problems. In the future, you might want to com-
municate your results sooner. (Development) I plan to recommend you for a 
promotion." (Consequence) 

s p o n t a n e o u s g ive -and- take , regard-
l e s s of t h e s t a t u s of t h e p a r t i e s 
involved or w h o is p resen t . O t h e r s 
value a s tandard of "always suppor t 
your boss in public," and leave chal-
l enges to the pr ivacy of t h e b o s s ' s 
office. 

Many organizational s tandards are 
i m p l i c i t . U n a b l e t o a r t i c u l a t e t h e 
s tandards , many manage r s fall back 
on c a t c h p h r a s e s , s u c h as "You 
didn't push the thinking far enough," 
or "You h a v e n ' t p a i d y o u r d u e s . " 
Such statements are o p e n to as many 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s a s a c o m p a n y h a s 
employees. 

To ensu re that f eedback p rompt s 
d e s i r a b l e a c t i o n , m a n a g e r s m u s t 
m a k e s u r e t ha t e m p l o y e e s u n d e r -
s tand the a s se s smen t . If a m a n a g e r 
says, "I think you are overwhelmed," 
h e o r s h e s h o u l d c l e a r l y e x p l a i n 
wha t " o v e r w h e l m e d " m e a n s in this 
context. 

Consequences 
All a c t i o n s h a v e c o n s e q u e n c e s — 
s o m e des i r ab le , a n d s o m e undes i r -

a b l e . For t h e p e r s o n 
b e i n g a s s e s s e d , s o m e 
negative consequences 
could include termina-
tion or a job t ransfer . 
Positive c o n s e q u e n c e s 
m i g h t i n c l u d e a p r o -
motion or a bonus. 

C o n s e q u e n c e s vary 
from person to person, 
e v e n if t h e f e e d b a c k 
d i f f e r e n t e m p l o y e e s 
rece ive is similar. For 
e x a m p l e , a r e s e a r c h 
analyst with poor oral-
c o m m u n i c a t i o n skills 
might face less serious 
c o n s e q u e n c e s for lack 
of improvement than a 
s a l e s p e r s o n o r r ecep -
t ionis t wi th t h e s a m e 
problem. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , du r -
ing feedback , manager 
and e m p l o y e e usually 
f o r g e t t o d i s c u s s t h e 
k n o w n o r p o s s i b l e 
c o n s e q u e n c e s of a 
g iven ac t ion . So e a c h 
p a r t y l e a v e s t h e d i s -
cussion with his or her 
o w n i d e a of i m p l i e d 
consequences, but with 

few actual facts about consequences. 
Managers don ' t have to cite con-

sequences for even ' item of feedback 
t h e y o f f e r , b u t t h e y s h o u l d c o v e r 
important consequences . When man-
a g e r s m a k e c o n s e q u e n c e s c l e a r , 
employees can answer the following 
quest ions after an evaluation: 
• "Will I be fired if I don ' t perform 
an action, or will I be promoted if I 
do?" 
I "Are my work ing re la t ionships at 
risk, or are they likely to grow?" 
I "If I d e v e l o p certain skills, will I 
h ave o p p o r t u n i t i e s fo r n e w assign-
ments?" 
* "Will I lose opportuni t ies if 1 don' t 
change certain behaviors?" 

F r o m a m a n a g e r ' s p e r s p e c t i v e , 
t h e r e a r e t h r e e t y p e s of c o n s e -
quences: 
l those they can enforce 
I t h o s e t h e y h a v e s e e n o c c u r in 
similar situations 
I those they imagine possible. 

M a n a g e r s o f t e n a r e r e l u c t a n t to 
state c o n s e q u e n c e s w h e n they can-
not en fo rce them. But managers can 
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give e m p l o y e e s use fu l i n fo rma t ion 
by exp la in ing that the conversa t ion 
will c o v e r p o s s i b l e — n o t c e r t a i n — 
consequences . 

This approach o p e n s the door for 
considering a range of possible conse-
q u e n c e s . For e x a m p l e , a m a n a g e r 
might suggest that an employee culti-
vate a bet ter relat ionship with his or 
her col leagues. If the e m p l o y e e ulti-
m a t e l y fa i l s t o d o so . t h e c o n s e -
q u e n c e s might inc lude the loss of a 
promotion, a tarnished reputation, loss 
of respect from co-workers, or simply 
an inability to operate efficiently. 

Employees d o not have to accept 
or agree with their managers ' view of 
p o t e n t i a l c o n s e q u e n c e s , a n d m a n -
a g e r s s h o u l d n o t t ry t o c o n v i n c e 
them, unless of course they have the 
p o w e r and intent to fire or p r o m o t e 
them outright. 

E v e n t h e n , a m a n a g e r r a r e l y 
should present a c o n s e q u e n c e as an 
ultimatum. ("If you don' t make these 
c h a n g e s , you will be f i red!") If an 
employee feels threatened, he or she 
wil l r e s i s t o r d e f e n d a g a i n s t t h e 
t h r e a t r a t h e r t h a n f o c u s i n g o n 
i m p r o v e m e n t . T h e m a n a g e r s h o u l d 
c o n s i d e r t h e i n t e n t c a r e f u l l y a n d 
explain the consequence as a fact or 
a possibility. ("We need you to make 
t h e s e c h a n g e s t o fu l f i l l y o u r j o b 
r e q u i r e m e n t s . Let ' s t a lk a b o u t 
w h e t h e r you wan t to put the ef for t 
into t h e i m p r o v e m e n t and h o w w e 
can assist you.") 

Development 
People need t ime and he lp to g r o w 
and d e v e l o p . He lp ing an e m p l o y e e 
identify a goal for improvement and 
a solid plan for achieving the goal is 
an of ten over looked part of the feed-
back process. 

An improvement plan must identify 
a s p e c i f i c resu l t , a t a rge t d a t e fo r 
a c h i e v i n g t h e resu l t , a n d s t e p s t h e 
employee will take to achieve the goal. 

If a m a n a g e r c a n ' t p i c t u r e a 
d e s i r e d r e s u l t , h e o r s h e h a s n o 
right to give the f eedback . Just as a 
m a n a g e r m u s t o b s e r v e spec i f i ca l ly 
wha t an emp loyee ' s behavior lacks, 
t h e m a n a g e r mus t s p e c i f y t h e b e -
hav io r s that cons t i tu t e a success fu l 
per formance . 

F rom t i m e t o t i m e , a m a n a g e r 
might w o n d e r exactly wha t he or she 
w a n t s f r o m a n e m p l o y e e . In t h a t 

case, the manager should refer to his 
o r h e r o b s e r v a t i o n s to d e t e r m i n e 
w h a t the e m p l o y e e shou ld c h a n g e . 
For e x a m p l e , a m a n a g e r might say, 
"I o b s e r v e d t h a t Sara m i s s e d t h e 
d e a d l i n e on Friday. 1 w a n t her no t 
only to meet the noon deadline, but 
also to submit her first draft to me 24 
h o u r s ear l ier so that 1 have t ime to 
add my perspective." 

A manager w h o still cannot envi-
sion the desired per formance should 
a sk t h e e m p l o y e e f o r h e l p . H o w 
m i g h t t h e e m p l o y e e w o r k m o r e 
effect ively? Wha t so lu t ion might fit 
her or his style? P e o p l e o f t e n have 
the answers themselves. 

T h i s a p p r o a c h a l s o r e v e a l s 
w h e t h e r the pe r son u n d e r s t o o d the 
f e e d b a c k . If n o t . m a n a g e r a n d 
e m p l o y e e t oge the r mus t clarify the 
assessment before focusing again on 
the m a n a g e r ' s e x p e c t a t i o n s for the 
employee ' s performance. 

When managers offer suggest ions 
fo r i m p r o v e m e n t , t h e y s h o u l d no t 
expec t p e o p l e to accep t their ideas 
who lehea r t ed ly . With their employ-
ees, manage r s must exp lore alterna-
tives s o that the a f fec ted e m p l o y e e 
o w n s t h e s o l u t i o n . M a n a g e r s c a n 
share remedies that have worked for 
them, that they have seen w o r k for 
o the r s , or that o t h e r s r e c o m m e n d , 
but they can't force them on employ-
ees. People have the right to decline 
s u g g e s t i o n s . If they d o n ' t h a v e the 
l e e w a y to d o s o in f r o n t of t h e i r 
managers , they certainly will fol low 
t h e i r h e a r t s a n d m i n d s a f t e r t h e y 
leave the room. 

O n c e m a n a g e r s master the basics 
of effective feedback, they can enjoy 
t h e p e a c e of mind that c o m e s with 
saying what they mean, meaning what 
they say, and helping employees per-
form to the best of their abilities. • 

Mary Mavis is the director of profes-
sional development for Sibson & 
Company, 212 Carnegie Center, CN 
5323. Princeton. Nf 08543-5323-
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paid. Bulk orders ( 50 or more) of 
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703/683-8100for price information. 
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