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What is this?

16 tactful ways to offer an employee constructive 
criticism

L-R: Brian Walters, Brock Berry, Deni Tato, Alli Truttmann, Jesson Bradshaw, Mary-Cathryn Kolb, Rob Simons, Randy Korach,
Jay Feitlinger, Priya Cloutier, Joy Frestedt, Raj Ganesan, Christen McCamie, Zee Ali, Tony Julianelle, Scott Hislop

While it’s lwys di�cult to receive criticism in the workplce, it cn be eqully
di�cult to give it. No mtter how well-intentioned (nd vlid) the eedbck my be,
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mny leders worry bout seeming like “the bd guy” or hurting their employees’
eelings.

The members o Business Journls Ledership Trust know the importnce o reching
out to help n employee in  wy tht will mke  positive impct. Below, 16 members
shre their best tips or tctully nd helpully providing constructive criticism.

1. Ask them where they think they can improve.

Strt with the positives. Then sk the employee to nme res they think they cn
improve. This will oten flush out the problem re. I not, you cn sk, “How do you
eel bout your perormnce in X re?” This will usully get you to the point. I
typiclly sy something like “This is n re I’ve struggled with too, nd here is how I
got better.” – Brin Wlters, Wlters Gilbreth, PLLC

2. Be careful about putting a label on your feedback.

I you lbel something s “bd” then there is n immedite inverse o “good” they re
missing. I you ocus on objective hbit chnges, set expecttions nd void lbels, it’s
esier to provide the necessry eedbck without hurting someone’s eelings. – Brock
Berry, AdCellernt

3. Describe the observed behavior, share your perspective

and discuss preferred actions.

It is nturl to recoil when criticized. I suggest  three-step process to deliver negtive
eedbck tht keeps the converstion rom getting personl nd delivers n ctionble
solution. First, describe observble behvior in ct-bsed sttements. Second, shre
your perspective on the impct o the behvior. Third, discuss the preerred behvior.
– Deni Tto, Corporte Consciousness

4. Review the employee’s personality assessment.
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To strt, seek out tht employee’s originl HR personlity ssessment. Find out wht
kind o listener or lerner they re nd then develop  pln to deliver the news in the
wy tht they best listen or lern — either by showing, telling or sking them questions
tht led them to their own (inevitble) conclusion bout their behvior or workplce
perormnce. – Alli Truttmnn, Wicked Sheets

5. Cultivate a strong relationship with staff.

No mtter how constructive  converstion eels, the lck o  preexisting reltionship
with n employee cn inhibit the messge. Leders must engge with st� so they will
listen to constructive criticism. Without n underpinning reltionship,  st� member
my question your motivtions. For this reson, it’s importnt to cultivte n ongoing
reltionship tht’s ounded in respect nd empthy with your st�. – Jesson Brdshw,
Energy Ogre

6. Be direct and candid.

Don’t bet round the bush, becuse tht’s going to cuse conusion nd  lck o
trust. Give speci�c exmples o when you sw the person do tht behvior nd how it
�ected others. Describe how they cn chnge their behvior going orwrd. Be
encourging nd supportive, nd remind them o their positive qulities nd the vlue
tht they bring to the orgniztion. – Mry-Cthryn Kolb, brrrº

7. Ask the employee if they are open to constructive

feedback.

I you don’t give people the eedbck they need to her, you’re being cruel. Eventully,
it will ctch up to them. I you hve their best interests in your hert, you’ll give them
the eedbck they need to her. One wy to open the converstion is to sk them i
they re open to constructive eedbck. I they sy “yes,” it’s esier to provide
eedbck. I they sy “no,” tht’s  di�erent problem. – Rob Simons, Simons.Coch

8. Cite specific examples.
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When providing constructive eedbck to  tem member on behvior or perormnce,
it is importnt to cite exmples tht orm the bsis o your observtion. I eedbck is
not speci�c it cn more esily be disputed or dismissed. – Rndy Korch, Innovtive
Roo�ng Group

Business Journls Ledership Trust is n invittion-only network o influentil
business leders, executives nd entrepreneurs in your community. Do I qualify?

9. Put yourself in their shoes.

Put yoursel in the shoes o the person you wnt to give constructive eedbck to nd
sk yoursel, “I it were me, would I bene�t rom this inormtion?” The nswer is
lmost lwys “yes.” Don’t tke the opportunity to grow wy rom tht person
becuse you’re worried bout hurting their eelings. I eedbck is given in 
constructive wy, the right tem member will lwys thnk you or it lter. – Jy
Feitlinger, StringCn Interctive

10. Use the ‘compliment sandwich’ technique.

My �rst boss nd mentor tught me this. Give prise or something well done, discuss
res needing improvement, then give prise or something else well done. It is
importnt the person hers tht they re not iling but simply need  bit o
improvement. Somewhere in there, you should ly out some strtegies or
improvement nd wht it looks like. – Priy Cloutier, Cloutier Arnold Jcobowitz PLLC

11. Make feedback a regular team exercise.

We hve ll o our tem members provide eedbck on ech other every qurter. We
sk or three positive comments nd three res or improvement ech time, then we
discuss with ech person wht the eedbck sys bout their work in the pst qurter.
Mngement dds strong positive insights nd constructive ides or improvement,
including trining opportunities nd suggestions or seeking help. – Joy Frestedt,
Frestedt Incorported
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12. Encourage the individual to explain the situation.
I encourge individuls to explin the sitution by chnging the perspective nd
sking, “Who should come �rst: customers, vendors, employees or peers?” Then, I sit
down with them nd intently listen, with empthy nd without objecting to ny o the
points. When they think they re done, I sy, “Plese continue.” This shits the ocus to
the sitution without tking sides. – Rj Gnesn, The Business Lbs

13. Foster a team-focused perspective.

Give positive eedbck nd encourgement oten. When the need or constructive
criticism rises, your tem will lredy know you vlue them but just wnt to re�ne
certin res. Approch this rom  tem-ocused perspective: “Let’s work on this re
together” or, “The tem would be more e�cient i we chnged this.” – Christen
McCmie, Nest Rel Estte Consultnts

14. Create a company culture that embraces ongoing

improvement.

The tmosphere nd compny culture should include nd embrce continuous
improvement. This includes  eedbck loop to improve ech individul’s processes. I
you set the expecttion tht there re going to be chnges nd recommendtions or
improvement nd mke tht core vlue cler to your employees, you won’t ruffle
ethers, becuse they’ll understnd the intention behind it. – Zee Ali, Z�Swg

15. Ensure your hires are emotionally mature.

As leders, i we truly cre bout the people we work with, we will push through our
discomort to help our tems succeed. Providing only positive eedbck does not help
people flourish or dd vlue. To truly crete  culture o constnt lerning, where
eedbck is continuous, we must �rst hire emotionlly mture individuls who
understnd the di�erence between guilt nd shme. – Tony Julinelle, Atls Rel
Estte
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16. Remember that employees usually appreciate useful

feedback.
Employees typiclly pprecite eedbck so they know how they re doing nd
whether they re meeting expecttions. I �nd tht the more eedbck I provide, the
better the reltionship. I try to err on the side o positive eedbck s much s possible,
with lots o kudos or things I pprecite. I keep eedbck short, sweet nd non-
personl i it’s constructive. – Scott Hislop, Trnsworld Business Advisors
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