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 Constructive Criticism: 
Giving it…and receiving it! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What’s Covered: 
Methods for an employee to give and 
accept constructive criticism to foster 
positive change in a coworker and the 
company. 
 

For Discussion Leaders: 
Ask for personal stories about a time 
team members made a mistake and 
received feedback.   
 
Discuss some reasons why people 
may not want to give constructive 
feedback or receive feedback?  
 
Review how you might feel before 
and after giving feedback.   
 

Discussion Notes: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From riding a bicycle to running a jobsite, nearly everything we know 
how to do, we learned first from other people.  Likewise, the people 
around us are successful today because someone took the time to teach 
and train them.  We are successful adults today because of instruction. 
 
Along the way, we have all made mistakes.  People pointed out how we 
could improve.  And frankly, that made many of us defensive (and still 
does).  But we took the advice, and grew from it.  While those changes 
are now ancient history, we continue to change and succeed!   
 
Constructive criticism is critical to quality performance.  To reach our 
potential, we must accept constructive criticism.  To help others reach 
their potential, we must give it.  While it maybe a little awkward to give 
and receive criticism, our gains from it can be substantial. 
 

Giving Constructive Criticism 
 
Everyone’s success depends on a job well done.  We can say exactly the 
same about giving feedback.   
 
Criticism carries a certain emotional charge, in us and the other person.  
And why would we expect otherwise?  If we remember our own 
reactions to feedback, we didn’t always welcome it warmly.  The more 
attention to our shortcomings we perceived, the more defensive we 
became.  The more defensive we became, the more attention was paid to 
our shortcomings.  We had an image of ourselves, and the feedback 
challenged it.  Remembering your own reaction can be helpful. 
 
The less feedback is perceived as an attack, the more likely it is to be 
received as instruction.  This doesn’t mean we should be indirect—
firmness might be necessary.  Nor does it mean we should give 
compliments that are undeserved—that would cause more difficulties. 
Rather, it means we must do our part to diffuse our emotions and the 
other person’s, upfront and throughout.   
  

1. First, acknowledge the positive:  Give the situation some air.  
Place the need for improvement in a broader context of what is 
good about the person or situation.  Acknowledging the other 
person’s contributions will make them more receptive.  
Reminding ourselves of what we like or admire will calm us.  

2. Give specific feedback with specific solutions:  Keep the 
scope of your feedback both narrow and clear, and provide the 
person with a specific solution. This helps the person 
understand exactly what is wrong and the intended outcome. 
This step also helps you to not exaggerate the problem. 

3. Return to calm:  It’s natural to be anxious giving feedback.  
Even if we deliver it perfectly, the other person might protest.  
Rather than expecting ourselves to remain calm, we can expect 
some discomfort, but then work to regain our poise.  We can 
reiterate our specific points, imagine ourselves thinking back on 
the situation years later, or come back at a later time.  
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Points to Remember! 
 
Listen first. 
 
Acknowledge the positive. 
 
Give specific feedback with specific 
solutions. 
 
Final thought: criticism is critical to 
quality performance. 

 

Receiving Constructive Criticism 
 
Competent.  Strong.  Independent.  This is how we think of ourselves.  
For good reason, too — we are.  And if we’re honest with ourselves, we 
also know we aren’t perfect.  But we’d rather admit our mistakes to 
ourselves in private than have them pointed out to us in public.  For that 
reason, we may respond to criticism with some grumbling, in public or 
in private.  The truth, though, is that we can’t see ourselves in our 
entirety.  We need others’ feedback to grow, and we owe it to ourselves 
and our coworkers to accept it.   
 

1. Listen.  It may be true:  Our supervisors and coworkers are 
intelligent, experienced people, so their feedback is credible.  
They have our best interests in mind, so we can trust that 
they’re on our side.  Give them the benefit of the doubt.  
Consider what they say.   

2. Clarify.  Don’t counter-attack.  During the conversation, our 
basic instinct might be to deny the input or turn the table.  We 
must do our part to keep the scope narrow and clear by 
clarifying exactly what we are being asked to improve and how 
we are to do so.  

3. Give ourselves a break:  Okay, so we could stand to improve 
something.  At worst, we just participated in our own growth.  
Amazingly, though, most of us are more likely to misperceive 
doing something the wrong way as being wrong, at least 
initially.  The difference in wording may be small, but the 
difference to our self-image is substantial.  We are improving 
one aspect of ourselves.   Let’s remember that. 
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