GIVING FEEDBACK: AN INTERPERSONAL SKILL

Philip G. Hanson

The process of giving and asking for feedback is
probably the most important dimension of labo-
ratory education. It is through feedback that we
can learn to “*see ourselves as others see us.” This,
of course, is not an easy task. Effectively giving
and receiving feedback implies certain key in-
gredients: caring, trusting, acceptance, open-
ness, and a concemrn for the needs of others. Thus,
how evaluative, judgmental, or helpful feedback
is may finally depend on the personal philosophy
of the individuals involved. Nevertheless, giving
feedback is a skill that can be learned and devel-
oped and for which certain useful guidelines
exist.

The term “feedback™ was bnrrnwed from
rocket engineering by Kurt Lewin, a founder of
laboratory education. A rocket sent into space
contains a mechanism that sends signals back to
Earth. On Earth, a steering apparatus receives
these signals, makes adjustments if the rocket is
off target, and corrects its course. The group can
be seen as such a steering mechanism, sending
signals when group members are off target in
terms of the goals they have set for themselves.
These signals—feedback—can then be used by an
individual to correct his course. For example, a
person’s goal may be to become more aware of
himself and to learn how his behavior affects oth-
ers. Information from the group can help him to
ascertain whether he is moving toward this goal.
If be reacts to criticisms of his behavior by get-
ting angry, leaving the room, or otherwise acting
defensively, he will not reach his goal. Group
members may help him by saying, “George, ev-
ery time we give you feedback, you do something
that keeps us from giving you further informa-
tion. If you continue this kind of behavior, you
will not reach your goal.” If George responds to
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the “steering™ of the group by adjusting his di-
rection, he can again move toward his target.
Feedback, then, is a technique that helps mem-
bers of a group achieve their goals. It is also a
means of comparing one’s own perceptions of
his behavior with others’ perceptions.

'Giving feedback is a verbal or nonverbal proc-
ess through which an individual lets others know
his perceptions and feelings about their behavior.
When soliciting feedback, an individual is asking
for others’ perceptions and feelings about his be-
havior. Most people give and receive feedback
daily without being aware of doing so. One pur-
pose of laboratory training is to increase the
awareness of this process so that it can be en-
gaged in intentionally rather than unconsciously.

INFORMATION-EXCHANGE PROCESS

Between two people, the process of exchange
goes something like this: Person A's intention is
to act in relation to person B, who sees only per-
son A's behavior. Between his intention and his
behavior comes an encoding process that person
A uses to make his behavior congruent with his
intentions. Person B perceives person A's behav-
ior, interprets it (a decoding process), and in-
tends to respond. Between person B’s intention
and his responding behavior an encoding process
also occurs. Person A then perceives person B's
responding behavior and interprets it. However,
if either person’s process is ineffective, the re-
ceiver may respond in a manner that will confuse
the sender. Although the feedback process can
help an individual discover whether his behavior
is congruent with his intentions, the process fo-
cuses on behavior rather than on intentions. An
individual’s intentions are private; unless he ex-
plains them, other people can only conjecture

147



what those intentions are. One of the most con-
fusing aspects of communication is that people
tend to give feedback about other people’s in-
tentions, rather than their behavior. Causing fur-
ther confusion is the fact that many people
perceive behavior as being negatively intended,
when in fact it is not. It is often difficult to see
that the sender’s intentions may not be what they
are perceived to be.

RESPONSIBILITY FOR FEEDBACK

In many feedback exchanges, the question of
ownership frequently arises: How much respon-
sibility should the giver assume for his behavior
and the receiver for his response? If person A be-
haves so that he evokes a negative response (feed-
back) from person B, how much owngrship
should each assume for his part of the inter-
action? Some people are willing to assume more
than their share of the responsibility for another
person’s responses, while others refuse to own
any responsibility for their behavior.

" For example, an individual may be habitually
late for group meetings and may receive feed-
back concerning members’ negative reactions to
this behavior. His response is to point out to the
group members their lack of tolerance for indi-
vidual differences. He says that they are limiting
his freedom and that they seem to be investing
too much responsibility in him for the group’s ef-
fectiveness. He states that he wants to be in-
volved in the group, but he does not understand
why they need him to be on time.

This situation presents a value dilemma to the
group; his observations are accurate, but his be-
havior is provocative. One clarification of this di-
lemma is to point out that, while an individual
owns only his behavior, the reactions of others in-
evitably affect him. To the extent that he cares
about the others or his relationship with them, he
must consider their responses.

Concemn for the needs of others as well as one’s
own is a critical dimension in the exchange of
feedback. Ownership or responsibility for one's
behavior and the consequences of that behavior
overlap between the giver and receiver of feed-
back. The problem lies in reaching some mutual
agreement concerning where one person’s re-
sponsibility ends and the other’s begins.
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GUIDELINES FOR USING FEEDBACK

It is possible to minimize a person’s defen-
siveness in receiving feedback and to maximize
his ability to use it for his personal growth. Re-
gardless of how accurate feedback may be, if a
person cannot accept the information because
he is defensive, then feedback is useless. Feed-
back must be given so that the person receiving
it can hear it in the most objective and least dis-
torted way possible, understand it, and choose
to use it or not use it.

The following guidelines are listed as if they
were bipolar, with the second term in each di-
mension describing the more effective method of
giving feedback. For example, in one group
George, intending to compliment Marie, says to
her, “I wish I could be more selfish, like you.”
Marie might respond, “Why, you insensitive '
boor, what do you mean by saying I'm selfish?”
George might then get defensive and retaliate,
and both people would become involved in the
game of “who-can-hurt-whom-the-most.” In-
stead, Marie might give George feedback by stat-
ing ber position in another way. That is, she
could say, “When you said, ‘I wish I could be
more selfish, like you,” I felt angry and de-
graded.” This second method of giving feedback
contains positive elements that the first does not.

indirect vs. Direct Expression of Feelings

When Marie stated that George was an in-
sensitive boor, she was expressing her feelings in-
directly. That statement might imply that she
was feeling angry or irritated, but one could not
be certain. On the other hand, Marie expressed
her feelings directly when she said, “I felt angry
and degraded.” She committed herself, and there
was no need to guess her feelings. If Tom says to
Andy, “I like you,” he is expressing his feelings
directly, risking rejection. However, if he says,
“You are a likeable person,” the risk is less. In-
direct expression of feelings is safer because it is
ambiguous. Andy might guess that Tom likes
him, but Tom can always deny it. If Andy rejects
Tom by saying, “I am happy to hear that | am
likeable, but I do not like you,” Tom can counter,
*You are a likeable person, but I do not like you.”
Indirect expression of feelings offers an escape
from commitment.



“You are driving too fast”™ is an indirect expres-
sion of feelings. “I am anxious because you are
driving too fast™ is a direct expression of feelings.
Indirect statements often begin with I feel that

.." and finish with a perception or opinion, for
example, “I feel that you are angry.” This is an
indirect expression or perception and does not
state what “I” is feeling. Instead, “l am anxious
because you look angry” expresses the speaker’s
feelings directly and also states a perception.
People frequently assume that they are express-
ing their feelings directly when they state opin-
ions and perceptions starting with “I feel that
«++y but they are not.

interpretation vs. Description of Behavior
In the original example in which Marié said to
George, “When you said, ‘I wish I could be more
selfish, like you,” 1 felt angry and degraded,”
Marie was describing the behavior to which she
was reacting. She was not attributing a motive to
George’s behavior, such as “You are hostile,” or
*“You do not like me.” When one attributes a mo-
tive to a person’s behavior one is interpreting
that person’s intention. Since his intention is pri-
vate and available only to him, interpretation of
his behavior is highly questionable. In addition,
one person’s interpretations probably arise from
a theory of personality that may not be shared
by the other person. For example, if William is
fidgeting in his chair and shuffling his feet, and
Walter says, “You are anxious,” Walter is inter-
preting William's behavior. Walter's theory of
personality states that when a person fidgets in
his chair and shuffies his feet, he is manifesting
anxiety. Such a theory interposed between two
people may create a distance between them or
act as a barrier to understanding. If, instead,
Walter describes William's behavior, William
may interpret his own behavior by saying, “I
need to go to the bathroom.”

In any event, interpreting another person’s be-
havior or ascribing motives to it tends to put that
person on the defensive and makes him spend his
energies on either explaining his behavior or de-
fending himself. It deprives him of the opportu-
nity to interpret or make sense of his own
behavior and, at the same time, makes him de-
pendent on the interpreter. The feedback,
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regardless of how much insight it contains, can-
not be used.

Evaluative vs. Nonevaluative Feedback

Effective feedback to George was not accom-
plished by calling him names such as “insensitive
boor” or, in other words, eva!ua'ting him as a per-
son. When giving feedback, one must respond
not to the personal worth of the person but to his
behavior. When someone is told that he is “'stu-
pid” or “insensitive,” it is extremely difficult for
him to respond objectively. He may sometimes
act stupidly or behave in an insensitive way, but
that does not mean that he is a stupid or in-
sensitive person. Evaluating a person casts one in
the role of a judge and places that person in the
role of being judged. In addition, a frame of ref-
erence or set of values is imposed that may not be
applicable to, or shared by, other people. That is,
the person making the evaluation assumes that
he can distinguish between a “good™ person and
a “bad” person or between “right” and “wrong,”
and that if the receiver of the feedback does not

exemplify these values, the sender will be un-
happy with him.

Response to Evaluative Feedback

It is difficult for anyone to respond to evaluative
feedback because it usually offends his feelings of
worth and self-esteem. These are core concepts
about ourselves that cannot be changed readily
by feedback, nor can they be easily interpreted
in terms of actual behavior. It is difficult, for ex-
ample, to point out to an individual the specific
behaviors that manifest low self-esteem. If a per-
son is given feedback that he is “stupid,” he may
not know what behaviors to change. It is the per-
son’s observable behavior and not his self-esteem
that must be responded to when giving feedback.

An additional problem with evaluative feed-
back is that it often engenders defensiveness.
When this occurs, the feedback is not likely to be
useful.

General vs. Specific Feedback

When Marie responded to George by saying,
“When you said, ‘I wish I could be more selfish,
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like you.' 1 felt angry and degraded,” she was de-
scribing a specific behavior. If she had said, “You
are hostile,” she would have been giving feed-
back in general terms; George might not have
known to which behavior she was reacting. The
term “hostile” does not specify what evoked a re-
sponse in Marie. If George wanted to change he
would not know what behavior to change. How-
ever, when the sender is specific, the receiver
knows to what behavior the sender is responding,
which he can then change or modify. Feedback
expressed in general terms, such as “You are a
warm person,” does not allow the receiver to
know what specific behavior is perceived as
warm. He cannot expand or build on this feed-
back until he knows which behavior evoked the
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response warm. -

Pressure to Change vs. Freedom of Choice
to Change

When Marie told George that she felt angry and

by George's statement, she did not tell
him he had to change his behavior. If she or the
feedback were important to George, however,
he would probaBly change anyway; if these were
not important to him, he might decide not to
change. A person should have the freedom to use
feedback in any meaningful way without being
required to change. When the giver of feedback
tells a person to change, he is assuming that he
knows the correct standards for right and wrong
or good and bad behavior and that the receiver
needs to adopt those standards for his own good
(or to save the sender the trouble of changing).
Imposing standards on another person and ex-
pecting him to conform arouses resistance and
resentment. The sender assumes that his stand-
ards are superior. A major problem in marriages
arises when spouses tell each other that.they
must change their behaviors and attitudes to con-
form with one or the other partner’s expectations
and demands. These pressures to change can be
very direct or very subtle, creating a com-
petitive, win-lose relationship.

Expression of Disappointment as Feedback

Sometimes feedback reflects the sender’s dis-
appointment that the receiver did not meet his
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expectations and hopes. For example, a group
leader may be disappointed that a member did
not actualize his potential impact on the group,
or a professor may be disappointed in a student’s
lack of achievement. These situations represent
a dilemma. An important part of the sender’s
feedback is his own feelings, whether they are
disappointment or satisfaction; if he withholds
these feelings and/or perceptions, he may give
the receiver a false impression. If, however, he
expresses his disappointment, the receiver may
experience this feedback as an indication of per-
sonal failure instead of as an incentive to change.

Persistent Behavior

Frequently the complaint is heard that a group
member persists in a behavior that others find ir-
ritating, despite the feedback he receives. Group

members exclaim, “What are we supposed to

do? He won't change!” The most the members
can do is to continue to confront the offender
with their feelings. While he has the freedom not
to change, he will also have to accept the con-
sequences of his decision, i.e., other people’s con-
tinuing irritation at his behavior and their
probable punitive reactions. He cannot reason-
ably expect other group members both to feel
positive toward him and to accept the behavior
they find irritating. The only person an individ-
ual can change is himself. As a by-product of his
change, other people may change in relationship
to him. As the individual changes, others will
have to adjust their behavior to his. No one
should be forced to change. Such pressure may
produce superficial conformity, but also under-
lying resentment and anger.

Delayed vs. Immediate Timing

To be most effective, feedback should, whenever
possible, be given immediately after the event.
In the initial example of the exchange between
George and Marie, if Marie had waited until the
next day to give feedback, George might have

with “I don’t remember saying that,”
or if Marie had asked the other members
later they might have responded with only a
vague recollection; the event had not been sig-
nificant to them, although it had been to Marie.
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When feedback is given immediately after the
event, the event is fresh in everyone’s mind. It is
like'a mirror of the person’s behavior, reflected
to him through feedback. Other group members
can also contribute their observations about the
interaction. There is often, however, a tendency
to delay feedback. A person may fear losing con-
trol of his feelings, fear hurting the other person's
feelings, or fear exposing himself to other
people’s criticisms. Nevertheless, although the
“here-and-now" transactions of group life can of-
ten be most threatening, they can also be most
exciting and growth producing.

Planned Feedback "

An exception to this guideline is the periodic
feedback session, planned to keep commu-
nication channels open. Staff members in work
units or departments may have weekly feedback
meetings, or a specific time may be set aside for
structured or unstructured feedback sessions in
one- or two-week workshops. In these scheduled
sessions, participants may cover events occur-
ring since the last session or may work with ma-
terial generated during their current meeting.
For this process to be effective, however, the de-
cision to have these feedback sessions should be
reached through a consensus of the participants.

External vs. Group-Shared Feedback

When feedback is given immediately after the
event, it is usually group shared, so that other
members can look at the interaction as it occurs.
For example, if group members had reacted to
George’s statement ("I wish I could be more self-
ish, like you"") by saying, “If I were in your shoes,
Marie, I wouldn't have felt degraded” or I did
not perceive it as degrading,” then Marie would
have had to look at her behavior and its appropri-
ateness. If, on the other hand, group members
had supported Marie’s feelings and perceptions
(consensual validation), her feedback would have
had more potency.

Events that occur outside the group (“there-
and-then™) may be known to only one or two
group members and, consequently, cannot be re-
acted to or discussed meaningfully by other par-
ticipants. In addition, other group members may
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feel left out during these discussions. For ex-
ample, when a group member is discussing an ar-
gument he had with his wife, the most assistance
group members can provide is to attempt to per-
ceive from his behavior in the group what oc-
curred in that interaction and to share these
conjectures with him. Since, Tn describing the

- event, the group member’s perception is colored

by his own bias and emotional involvement,
group members may receive a distorted picture
of the argument and may not be able to dis-
criminate between fact and fiction. If the argu-
ment had occurred in the group, however, group
members could have been helpful since they
would have shared the event. Then, if the in-
volved group member had begun describing his
perceptions of what happened, other group
members could have commented on or shared
their perceptions of the interaction.

Use of There-and-Then

In other words, events within the group can be
processed by all group members who witness the
interaction; they can share their perceptions and
feelings about what occurred. This does not
mean that group members cannot get some value
from describing events external to the group and
receiving comments from other members. What
happens frequently, however, is that the group
member describes these events in such a way as
to elicit support or confirmation of his own per-
ceptions rather than objective evaluation. Yet
this relation of there-and-then events to the here-
and-now can often be extremely productive as
back-home *bridges.” It can also be productive
when some members have had long-term rela-
tionships with one another. It is important, at
these times, to recognize both the necessity and
the difficulty of involving other group members
in the discussion.

Consistent Perceptions

Shared perceptions of what happens in here-and-
now events is one of the primary values of a
group. “Group shared” also implies that, ideally,
each member has to participate. Frequently a
person gets feedback from one member in the
group and assumes that the rest of the group feels
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