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1. It should be balanced. Feedback should be strengths-based, offering observations of 
behaviors that were done well (motivational), and also suggestions for improvement 
(constructive). Feedback that consists only of praise may be rejected as patronizing. 
Feedback that is too critical may be resented and rejected. While it should be balanced, it 
should also be genuine, and not manufactured. The order of praise and suggestions for 
improvement should be varied so that people are not anticipating one or the other. 

 
• Avoid the “praise/criticize/praise” sandwich, where the observer tells the observee 

something good, slips in some bad news, then ends on a high note; aka, “Your tone of 
voice was soothing, but you did not make eye contact.” This is used so often that the 
observee can see a “but” coming a mile away, and will automatically disregard all of the 
words in front of it. Both the praise and criticism will be diluted, and the observee may feel 
manipulated-like the praise was not valid and just a mechanism to soften him up for the 
blow. 

• A good technique for providing balanced feedback is making sure to record observations 
as you watch a practice session. A good strategy is to take notes on a piece of paper, 
making both “strengths” and a “suggestions for improvement” column to make sure that 
you can provide balanced feedback. 

 
2. It should be specific. Feedback must be specific, rather than general. It needs to focus on 

the specific aspect of performance you want the person to continue doing or stop doing. To be 
told that, “Your assessment was superficial,” will not be useful in helping the person complete 
better assessments. Use more specific feedback, such as, “There are gaps in information, 
particularly about the children. For example, you did not describe the children’s emotional 
adjustment.” Or, “you provided a thorough explanation about the parent-child relationship.” 
Avoid using phrases such as, “You tended to…” or “You were always…” as these are 
generalizations. 

 
3. It should be objective. In order for feedback to be useful, it needs to be factual and focus on 

behavior the person can change. You should not give feedback that focuses on assumptions, 
labels, or attitudes. For example, have you ever told anyone that they have a negative 
attitude? Generally, it is easier for people to change behaviors than attitudes. Sometimes, 
behavioral change leads to attitudinal change. So, you want to describe the things you saw 
and heard that led to the conclusion the worker had a negative attitude. “When you asked me 
about my sex life, I felt that you were violating my privacy,” versus “You were intrusive.” 

 
4. It should be relevant to goals. Effective feedback should focus on the subject or the skill 

being practiced or presented at that time. Feedback about unrelated matters may be 
perceived as petty. If you are giving feedback on a practice session about identifying risk 
factors, for example, it would not be appropriate to comment on someone’s handwriting.  

 
Expectations for performance should be set prior to the feedback session so that workers can 
compare performance on a subject or behavior or performance standards set by the 
supervisor or the organization. For example, “Your conversation with Mrs. Forrester is a great 
example of using open-ended questions to gather key information. Here are the open-ended 
questions that you used during the conversation…”
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5. It should be understandable. Receiving feedback can be an uncomfortable experience for 

the worker, so how it is presented should be as clear and understandable as possible; 
otherwise, the worker may not understand, but, wanting to get the session over with, will not 
seek to clarify the information. Avoid use of jargon or clinical terms that the other person may 
not understand. To ensure that the feedback is understandable, you may ask the worker to 
rephrase the feedback he or she has received, or you may ask the worker to give an example 
of how the feedback might apply to a situation. 

 
6. It should be participative. In order for feedback to be successful, workers must commit to 

trying the new techniques or behaviors being suggested. The best way to do this is to involve 
workers in generating ideas for change; for example, “What could you do in the future to…?” 

 
7. It should be actionable. Only provide feedback on items that the worker can do something 

about. It should also suit the worker’s capacities and strengths. For example, a statement 
such as, “Be more assertive,” is not actionable. The advice given to help the worker improve 
must specify the actual behavior that he or she should try. Better feedback would be, “In order 
to be more assertive, you might want to try closing the conversation by summarizing key 
points and moving on.” 

 
8. It should be hierarchical. There is a limit on how much criticism a person can take. Typically, 

it is about 3-4 items per session before the worker’s threshold is reached. Feedback should be 
given so that the most important points are presented first, then the second most important 
point, and so on. Each person will have a different threshold, and the observer will need to 
use his or her skills to determine where the observee is at in terms of reaching that threshold. 
Watch for cues to determine whether the person receiving the feedback might have reached 
his or her limit. 

 
• If a comment or suggestion is accepted, the person receiving the feedback might respond 

with, “Yes, I can see that now,” or “That’s helpful,” or ask for more clarification. 
• If a comment or suggestions is not well-received, replies and body language might be 

more defensive, such as, “I think I can see what you mean,” or “I’m not really sure about 
that.” 

• Feedback that is provided in a supportive manner and environment will be much better 
received.  
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