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To provide tough feedback to an employee, and to do it well, requires emotional
security.

According to some experts, particularly when discussing younger generations like
Millennials and Generation Z, there is a growing concern that society may be raising a
“fragile generation” due to increased overprotection, heightened focus on safety, and a
culture of avoiding discomfort, leaving individuals ill-equipped to handle challenges
and setbacks in life.

Society has conditioned people to think that the answer to hardship is to remove it.
Good leadership will always require difficult decisions and tough conversations.
A Note from Mark Cole

This book will teach you that feedback doesn’t need to create tension between you
and your employees. It can be used as a tool to help employees achieve the career and
the life they have always wanted. That’s what great leaders do after all. They don’t lead
for their own success; they lead for the success of others. Leaders who embrace this
stop living a life of success and start living a life of significance.

Introduction: Our Fragile World

To put it simply, feedback is the process where information (data) is given and received
with the intent of modifying or reinforcing the next action.

The most effective way to overcome quiet quitting and anti-career attitudes is by giving
consistent, meaningful feedback.

Gallup found that 65 percent of managers believe that they are giving meaningful
feedback, 4 but a separate study of millennials in the workplace shows that only 17
percent of employees agree. 5 The lack of meaningful feedback is contributing to
record-high levels of disengagement. Learning the skills necessary to deliver feedback,
regardless of what is going on personally or professionally, is the first step to creating a
healthy, productive culture.

Chapter 1: The Transformational Power of Feedback

Great leaders don’t become great by just cheerleading or comforting you when you fail.
Support is a valuable part of leadership, but you can grow only when someone



identifies a weak point, shows you why you need to change, and helps you change.
Without growth, that person didn’t really lead you. They just told you what to do. Often,
the harder a leader was on us, the more change they produced and the greater
appreciation we feel.

That’s not to say that you must have a solution for every problem. After all, you are
their leader, not their counselor or pastor. Your job is to serve as a coach working to
get the best out of people, which will lead to the best results for your organization.

Chapter 2: Your Feedback Inheritance
Conditioned Feedback Styles

The ways we tend to provide feedback based on how we have been influenced can
lead to problems. Those approaches include passive feedback, aggressive feedback,
and passive-aggressive feedback.

Passive Feedback

Passive feedback often looks like an absence of feedback. Leaders who use passive
feedback are the first to look for an escape when there is a conflict. If they happen to
stick around, these leaders will push for peace at all costs. Passive leaders prefer to
give positive feedback to encourage their team members. They will try to cheerlead
their team to do more things that promote productivity. These leaders will not provide
corrective feedback unless there is a significant issue.

Leaders who take a passive approach see feedback as something inherently negative.
To them, feedback produces conflict, so the best way to maintain a conflict-free work
environment is to avoid feedback at all costs. As a result, they walk on eggshells
around their employees. They fear upsetting the harmony they’ve worked so hard to
protect. Feedback is less of a regular rhythm and more of a tool reserved for creating
an effect or when failure to address the problem could put the leader’s job at risk.

Aggressive Feedback

Aggressive leaders tend to rely on the authority of their title to get employees to
comply with their requests and rules.

The drawbacks of aggressive feedback become more apparent over time. Aggressive
leaders will eventually destroy their team’s morale. No one wants to work for a leader
who berates them for their mistakes and micromanages every area of their job
description. Ultimately, an aggressive approach to feedback will discourage your team
and drive your best employees to seek new career opportunities.



Passive-Aggressive Feedback

Leaders who choose a passive-aggressive style of feedback try to avoid the conflict of
feedback while still making it clear when people don’t meet their expectations.

Leaders who take a passive-aggressive approach usually have mixed feelings toward
feedback. They don’t want to sacrifice results like in the passive approach, but they
also don’t want to be seen as a monster like in the aggressive approach. Instead, they
try to blend the two by sending signals that they are unhappy with your performance
without actually trying to hold you accountable.

Left unchecked, the passive-aggressive approach will leave employees feeling hurt,
frustrated, and uncertain about what is expected. Leaders who use this approach to
feedback will see decreased productivity and increased turnover, fear, and distrust.

A Better Way: Assertive Feedback
What feedback style comes most naturally to you? Where do you think you learned it?

The style of feedback you lean into is something that you have inherited from the
people around you. Your circumstances determine where you start, but they do not
have to determine where you end. The great news about feedback is that it is a skill
you can learn, not something you are stuck with.

The assertive feedback style blends the best parts of each of the other styles of
feedback. Leaders who adopt an assertive style will set clear expectations, form deep
relationships, and hold people accountable.

In a world where people are more easily offended than ever, we need leaders who look
beyond results. It’s not enough to meet your goals. We need leaders who can change
hearts. You have to reach out to people where they are and earn their trust. As people
become more and more distrustful of companies and bosses, you will have to prove
that you are not putting on an act. You must be genuinely interested in providing the
support people need to succeed personally and professionally. Both personal
investments and clear feedback are necessary parts of achieving that result.

Chapter 3: Relationships Build a Foundation for Feedback

When you know your people, you will realize that you can’t treat everyone the same
way.

Chapter 4: Earning the Right to Hold Others Accountable

Having a clear understanding of expectations is the only way to earn the right to hold
people accountable.



When setting an expectation, you must ensure it is clear and reasonable.

The SMART format is an excellent way to ensure your goals are clear and reasonable.
SMART goals are specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound.

To use this goal-setting format, first identify a specific goal you want to set.
Next, you will want to ensure that the goal is measurable.

Then, determine whether the goal is attainable.

Lastly, make sure the goal is time-bound.

After utilizing the SMART template to set goals with your employees, start gaining
agreement. Even if you set goals with your employees, they must understand why the
goals are important.

Compliance occurs when people do not understand why the expectation is good for
them.

Questions to Ask Yourself to Ensure You Have Set Adequate Expectations Are my
expectations crystal clear? Are my expectations reasonable and fair? Has the
employee received adequate training? Are they facing obstacles to perform as
expected? Do they understand why it is important to do the job correctly?

Chapter 5: Clarifying Misunderstandings About Feedback

Feedback is neutral. When you give feedback, you are not passing judgment or
accusing someone. You are communicating information.

Many young leaders are taught to use the feedback sandwich to ensure their negative
interactions don’t outnumber their positive interactions.

This approach seems innocent, but it is actually manipulative. Feedback should never
be used to manipulate your employees. It should always be used to present the facts
about how they are performing. Two things happen when leaders use the feedback
sandwich. First, your intent is unclear. Instead of narrowing down the main issue and
providing feedback that will lead to change, you brush over the issue, quickly following
it up with a compliment.

The other thing that happens is you create a pattern for negative feedback. Behavioral
scientists call this conditioning.



When you lean on the feedback sandwich to address unmet expectations, you start to
condition your team to expect a negative comment every time you give them a positive
one. Then, the emotions that come when people receive negative feedback, like fear,
distrust, and defensiveness, appear when they are given a compliment. Instead of
being able to accept positive feedback for what it is, your team will be bracing for the
other shoe to drop. Let your positives be positive, and your negatives be negative. The
deposits you make into your team are what will allow you to make big withdrawals.

Chapter 6: FEAR: The Four Reasons Most People Avoid Giving Feedback

Leaders often fear giving feedback for four key reasons. Let’s walk through each one,
using the acronym FEAR.

Fallout

To avoid this trap, leaders must recognize the negative impact of allowing an
underperforming employee to remain on their team.

When unaddressed, underperformers will cost the rest of the team time and quality of
work.

Avoiding feedback and accountability does not protect your reputation—it will destroy
it.

Emotion

Dealing with emotions is a common fear. Any time you give feedback, you risk
encountering extreme feelings. There is no way to exert control over others’ emotions.
Even the most calm and compassionate leader will come across people who respond
emotionally to feedback.

The biggest mistake leaders make is backing down when they encounter emotion. If
you allow emotions to change your standards, you will find that people manipulate their
emotions to take advantage of you. Leaders who struggle with an emotional encounter
with an employee will become more likely to avoid feedback that they think will elicit
strong emotion.

Leaders who avoid accountability because they don’t want to deal with an emotional
response are unknowingly creating more problems for themselves.

When worrying about emotional responses, you have to ask yourself what pain you are
willing to experience. You can deal with the discomfort of navigating a crying, angry, or
aggressive person, or you can deal with the discomfort of a toxic environment on your
team and decreased productivity. Both approaches will produce some level of pain or



discomfort, but by choosing the pain of addressing the problem now, you can reduce
the pain the problem will cause later.

Being an Amateur

Leaders with a strategic approach to feedback, on the other hand, are more confident
and willing to give feedback regularly.

The key to overcoming a fear of giving feedback is to get over the anxiety that comes
with feeling like an amateur.

Retaliation

If you are treating people well, building relationships, setting clear expectations, and
giving regular feedback, you must trust that your reputation will speak for itself.

Chapter 7: Directive Feedback: When Clarity Counts

Directive feedback is used when you need to set clear goals, define roles, and ensure
the receiver knows exactly how to do the task. When you use directive feedback,
you’re not taking a democratic approach. You’re not stopping to listen to alternative
perspectives or incorporate new ideas. You use directive feedback when you have a
clear picture of what success looks like.

In crisis situations, directive feedback guarantees the best, fastest outcomes.

directive feedback allowed the leader to identify the problem, assign tasks to correct
the problem, follow up, and eliminate cognitive overload.

effective leaders know that directive feedback is not an attack on another person.
Directive feedback is just giving a person information about their performance and
what they should do differently.

Negative Impacts of Directive Feedback

While directive feedback can be helpful, it can also hurt your relationship with your
employees if it is overused.

Directive feedback is a vital tool, but you should not use it every time you give
feedback. Yes, it gets results, but it also can make people feel like they are being
micromanaged.



Leaders who rely on directive feedback for every conversation often are compensating
for their lack of confidence in their role, overusing directive feedback will kill innovation.
If people feel like they are constantly being told what to do, they will stop presenting
new ideas and giving their own feedback. If you, the leader, think for everyone, why
should your team think for themselves? If you do not create a space where these
employees can share their ideas, they will not share their thoughts. They will do what
they think you expect: fall in line.

Employees with a track record of success are especially sensitive to this approach and
will feel defensive and devalued if you frequently rely on directive feedback. Your team
may start to wonder if anything they are doing is good enough for you. If they decide
that the answer to that question is no, nothing will be good enough, their performance
will begin to match that expectation. Employees will either do the minimum to keep
their jobs (quiet quitting) or look for a new opportunity where they feel like their work
will be appreciated.

Directive feedback is an excellent tool to use with a new employee, especially if they
have never had a similar role before.

Directive feedback will not work without making plenty of relational deposits.

Contrary to the direct approach necessary with new hires, new leaders should focus on
collaborative feedback.

Chapter 8: Collaborative Feedback: Building Bridges, Not Walls

Employees become more invested in the company when treated well and given
appropriate feedback. They become more innovative and are open to new ideas. When
employees feel micromanaged, disrespected, or unappreciated, they disengage.

What Is Collaborative Feedback?

Collaborative feedback is a two-way method of communication that prioritizes seeking
a complete understanding of the situation and working with the employee to create a
solution they can take action on.

One of the challenges we face when leading high-performing employees is finding
ways to help them improve. Leaders, that is your biggest job! Your best employees are
often your most perfectionistic employees, which can manifest in defensiveness and
resistance to asking for or accepting help. To open up these employees to feedback,
you must get them to buy-in.



Leaning on collaborative feedback will ensure that you have a strong track record with
your employees when you do have to use directive feedback. The better your
relationship, the more likely they will understand and receive your directive feedback
without feeling like you don’t trust them or are on a power trip.

Questions to Use When Giving Collaborative Feedback

What parts of your job do you love? What parts of your job challenge you? Why is
success important to you? What should we stop doing? How can we provide better
support for you during this project? Do you have everything you need to succeed?

Chapter 9: Supportive Feedback: Building Confidence Through Encouragement
What Is Supportive Feedback?

Supportive feedback utilizes active listening, confirmation or praise, support, and
encouragement. Leaders who provide supportive feedback focus on identifying and
removing obstacles to their employees’ success.

Supportive feedback isn’t designed to avoid expectations but to give employees the
confidence and resources to meet your expectations.

leaders who give supportive feedback are sensitive to the emotional state of their
employees and adjust their behavior accordingly. They choose their words carefully
and ensure that they listen even more than they speak.

Active listening also involves verbal components. Sharing affirmative statements,
summarizing the speaker’s main points, and asking open-ended questions ensure that
you understand what they are saying and receive additional relevant information.

Supportive feedback is the best approach when dealing with employees who value
success and don’t miss their goals very often. Peak performers don’t need you to give
a big speech about expectations and be reminded of their failure. Most of the time,
these employees are already beating themselves up. They need both the assurance
that they can recover and the support to get back on track.

You can also use supportive feedback when you have an employee who just needs to
vent.

Finally, you will often have to use supportive feedback with the disillusioned learner.
This term, coined by Paul Hersey and Ken Blanchard, describes an employee who is
skilled but is not achieving the success they expect from themselves. 17 When you
make a new hire, they are eager to meet your expectations. They approach each day
with enthusiasm and resilience. But as they gain tenure and experience more
difficulties, they begin to wonder if they are really going to be successful in this role.



Disillusioned learners have some level of competence, but they lack confidence or
enthusiasm.

If you tell your employees you care about their personal and professional goals but fail
to support them when they are struggling, they will believe that you are only concerned
with their professional output. In the long term, they will look for employers who prove
that they care about their employees. Feeling supported personally and professionally
is especially important for Gen Z and millennials when they consider a new job
opportunity. If you fail to provide supportive feedback, you can be sure that they will
leave for another job whenever they get the chance.

When Not to Use Supportive Feedback

Employees who work under leaders who default to supportive feedback will learn that
they can get out of accountability if they have a compelling, emotional reason.
Supportive feedback should not allow your employees to avoid accountability. If their
situation leads you to modify an expectation for a period of time, the goal is always to
return to the full expectations for their role.

Chapter 10: Providing Accountability: The Backbone of Leadership
The fact is that without follow-through, you may as well not set any expectations at all.
Every time you don’t address a missed expectation, you lose credibility.

You must commit to the expectations, hold yourself to them, and compassionately
hold your team to them.

| recommend two key techniques when holding people accountable. Again, this
process usually happens after you have already given directive, cooperative, and/ or
supportive feedback.

The Five Questions Technique

Do you know what the expectation is? Can you tell me what the expectation is? Can
you tell me why meeting or exceeding the expectation is good for you? What behaviors
will you change in the future to ensure that you meet or exceed the expectation? If this
behavior continues, what do you think we should do about it?

A can’t do falls on the leader, but a won’t do identifies a problem with the employee.

Keep the conversation on their potential and value.



Telling an employee why they should meet your expectation will only get you
compliance. By encouraging your employee to tell you why it is important, you are
allowing them to take ownership of their future progress. Next time they are faced with
the choice to meet the expectation or not, they will think back to what they said.
Instead of obeying you because they are afraid of punishment, they will engage with
why they decided the expectation was important.

This is accountability. This is where the rubber meets the road. Many leaders will list
the consequences here. The fact is, your employees already know the consequences.
At this point in the conversation, you’ve already established that they know the
expectation and were properly trained. Here, you’re trying to get buy-in on what will
happen if the behavior continues.

By asking this final question, you make future tough conversations on the same issue
much easier to navigate.

First, establish whether you’re dealing with a “can’t do” or “won’t do,” validate the
expectation, justify the value of the expectation, gain buy-in, and set the stage for
accountability.

Situation Behavior Impact Intent (SBIl) Technique

Situation Behavior Impact Intent (SBIl) was developed by the Center for Creative
Leadership. The SBIl technique can be used to address unmet expectations, but it is
especially helpful when dealing with disruptive behavior.

Providing great feedback and accountability takes time. Doing it publicly will result in
an abridged conversation and will likely cause your employee to be untruthful or closed
off just to get through the conversation and back to the meeting.

Let’s go a little bit deeper by taking a look at each aspect of SBII.

Situation

Describe the situation in which the behavior occurred.

Describing the situation will ensure you and your employee are on the same page. You
will also avoid making accusations or generalities that may or may not be accurate.

Behavior
Describe the behavior without emotion or exaggeration. Remember, feedback is datal

Focus on what happened and any relevant information to support your claim. Avoid
using generalizations or attacking the person. You never want to use feedback as an
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opportunity to label your employees as “always disrespectful,” “never considerate,” or

“self-absorbed.”
Notice that this feedback is not emotional or subjective—it is just data.
Impact

describe the impact of the behavior. Again, the goal is not to pass judgment. Instead,
describe how the behavior made you or others feel and how it affected the work you
were trying to accomplish. The listener is more likely to absorb what you’re saying
when you focus on the facts. An impact of their behavior could be anything from
interrupting the workday and causing delayed results to making someone on the team

cry.

Additionally, you can tie the impact of the situation to how it affects the employee’s
goals.

This piece is especially important because it clarifies why the behavior you’re
addressing matters. Humans are naturally self-absorbed. When you’re frustrated or in a
rush, you’re usually not thinking about how others feel. Just think of any time someone
has beeped at you in traffic for not going fast enough! People are always on the
lookout for what is best for them in the moment.

By describing the impact, you are taking the focus off the behavior and onto the team
and processes the behavior impacted. This is much more powerful than merely being
told that obedience to company policies is mandatory; it gets your employees to buy
into the vision of the behavior you want them to do.

Intent

When people act out, they are usually doing so for a reason. Maybe they felt
misunderstood or frustrated and that no one was listening to them. Asking about intent
turns what could be very directive feedback into an opportunity for collaboration and
support.

Help me understand. What were you hoping to accomplish when ...

The best part about this approach is that it allows the leader to flow into whatever
feedback technique they want to use next.

Any time leaders start applying a new leadership strategy and begin doing something
they have never done before, people quit. It’s not because suddenly the leader isn’t a
nice person. They quit because they didn’t sign up for that leadership style. Ultimately,
the culture and values of the organization changed, and they were no longer a good fit.



What if you don’t hold them accountable? What if you allow your team to continue to
meet your expectations only when they feel like it or when it is convenient for them?

If you’re ready to grow your team and create a culture where feedback and
accountability are the norm, you must find ways to not only hold others accountable
but also hold yourself accountable.

Chapter 11: Eliminating Blind Spots: How Leaders Can Grow Their Feedback
Skills

You can grow only if you find people willing to give you feedback.

The problem is that leaders are especially vulnerable to blind spots because no one
wants to upset their boss. People tend to withhold feedback when they feel like the
perceived risk is greater than the potential reward. As much as you need to learn the
art of giving feedback, leaders must be equally skilled at soliciting and receiving
feedback. The more feedback you receive, the better feedback you will give. So, what
can you do to ensure you are getting the feedback you need to lead your team well?

Your actions are your responsibility. Time is a scarce commodity for leaders, but you
must block out time for self-reflection. You cannot afford to allow your bad habits or
impulsive behaviors to ruin your reputation as a leader. People are counting on you to
set the standard for patience, accountability, and composure.

Did | give feedback in a way my employees could receive? Did | respond emotionally
instead of responding from a place of understanding and curiosity? Did | intentionally
make deposits into my team today? Did | find people doing things right? Did | push
forward in a conversation instead of responding to my employee’s cues?

Do not ask for feedback in person if you are unprepared to take the high road and
admit you were wrong. If you create a track record as someone who will get defensive
when given feedback, your team will not feel safe enough to give you feedback even
when you ask.

Know your own tendencies and mentally prepare before you ask for feedback.

Leaders who are siloed are more likely to have harmful blind spots and make poor
decisions. As uncomfortable as vulnerability can be, it is the key to a long and
successful career. The more vulnerable you are, the more often you will receive
feedback.

How you handle yourself as a leader will determine the respect you garner from your
team. If you are open to growth and development, they will be more likely to do the
same. The more you own up to your mistakes and show them that everyone makes
mistakes occasionally, the more willing they will be to take ownership of their mistakes.



Ultimately, you are in charge of the feedback culture on your team. You get to decide
whether yours will be a team that openly gives and receives feedback or a team that is
individualistic and just hopes for the best.

Chapter 12: Building Your Leadership Legacy: Making Feedback Your Gift to
Others

Strong relationships with your employees are what prepare them to accept your
feedback. Making big deposits allows you to make big withdrawals.

Leaders don’t run away from tension. They lean into it. They embrace discomfort
because it is worth fighting for their employees and their goals.

Can you imagine what your company could look like if your employees considered
feedback a gift? What could your team accomplish? How could their individual lives
change for the better?



