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Feedback is a gift that anchors our relationships 
in honesty.  All of us depend upon the feedback 
we receive to help recognize and reinforce areas 
of strength, and to identify areas for growth and 
development.

Feedback is one of the most powerful tools leaders 
have for supporting and improving performance.  
To give feedback effectively, we must be clear 
about our purpose for giving it. Feedback often is 
given for one of the following reasons:
 
• To motivate.
  Positive feedback can increase our employees’   
  confidence, encourage them to continue at 
  their current performance levels and leverage 
  what they are doing effectively.  

• To correct. 
  Constructive feedback can help our 
  employees determine how to change, 
  develop and improve their performance.  

There are three types of feedback observed in 
organizations: positive, constructive, and negative.

Positive—Positive feedback recognizes and 
encourages good behavior or performance and 
motivates our people.

Constructive—Constructive feedback provides 
information on developmental opportunities and 
strives to correct performance. 

Negative—Negative feedback is feedback offered 
in a threatening, accusatory and otherwise 
harmful manner.  It leaves people feeling upset 
and unmotivated.

Describe the Performance Problem
Employees must understand the problem 
before they can be expected to improve. 
In this step, we describe the actual performance 
and contrast it with the expected performance.

Explain the Impact
Employees must know how their behavior is 
impacting others.  In this step, we convey the 
unacceptable impact or result of the behavior or 
performance on others.

Identify the Cause
The goal with this step is to develop a shared 
understanding about the situation and to 
identify causes of performance problems.  
We encourage the employee to discuss the 
performance from his or her point of view.  

Develop an Action Plan
The goal of this step is to focus the discussion 
on the future.  To gain commitment to the 
plan, allow the employee a chance to suggest 
solutions.  Once you and the employee have 
agreed on a solution, together you can develop 
an action plan for implementing the solution.

Confirm Understanding
Summarize what has been said and clarify any 
possible misunderstandings.  

Document the Conversation
Document the constructive feedback 
conversation for use when following up.

Follow Up to Ensure Satisfactory Performance
Our efforts are wasted if we don’t take the time 
to follow up as needed.
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Constructive feedback provides information that 
is specific, non-judgmental, non-threatening, 
attainable and timely.  It allows us to clarify 
expectations and provide developmental 
assistance to those we lead.

One of the most important attributes of 
effective feedback relates to its timeliness.  
Providing feedback at the teachable moment, 
or as proximate to the event for which you 
are providing feedback as possible, increases 
the likelihood that individuals will process the 
feedback in a meaningful way. 

The following process will allow you to achieve 
greater success when providing constructive 
feedback. 

 1. Describe the problem.
 2. Explain the impact.
 3. Identify the cause.
 4. Develop an action plan.
 5. Confirm understanding.
 6. Document the conversation.
 7. Follow-up.

The Teachable MomentBalancing Positive and
Constructive Feedback
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Guidelines and Practice

The following guidelines offer you direction for 
balancing the use of positive and constructive feedback:

When possible, separate positive feedback from 
constructive feedback due to the following reasons.

1. Setting.  Positive feedback can be effective and 
powerful when it is given publicly.  Constructive 
feedback, however, is most effective when given 
in private.

2. Timing.  Feedback is most effective when it 
is given as soon as possible after the triggering 
event or behavior -- the teachable moment.  
This is when it is most meaningful and has the 
greatest effect on future performance.  When 
delivering positive feedback, it is often possible to 
give this feedback immediately.  When delivering 
constructive feedback, we often need to wait 
until we have an opportunity to give the feedback 
in private.

3. Effect.  Combining the two types of feedback 
often results in one being overshadowed by 
the other.  For example, if you say to one of your 
employees, “Your timeliness in handling customer 
inquiries is excellent, but you need to work on the 
quality of your responses,” your employee most 
likely will remember only the constructive feedback.  

Although it is not always practical, separating 
positive from constructive feedback improves 
the chances that both types of information will 
be equally effective.  If positive and constructive 
feedback must be given together, avoid using 
transitions such as “but” because they negate 
the effectiveness of the motivational feedback.  
In these cases, try using “and” instead of “but.”

 

Person Practicing  
• Use Constructive Feedback Planning 

Worksheet  to guide your practice 
discussion.  

• Refocus discussion, as necessary.  

Practice Partner  
• Listen to description of 

feedback scenario.   
• Act as the employee 

during practice and 
respond accordingly.   

Observer  
• Take notes during 

practice.  
• Monitor time.  
• Facilitate feedback 

after practice.  
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