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Introduction
The saying goes, “Feedback is a gift.” At work, we believe feedback should help those receiving 
it. But many times when it comes to feedback, like those ugly socks or worthless gadgets we 
get at birthdays or holidays, we want to return those gifts as soon as we receive them. That is, 
if feedback is even given to us in the fi rst place. 

There are many thoughts and opinions about feedback: what it is, how to give it, how 
often these “gifts” must be given, and the benefi ts of only giving positive feedback. To 
better understand the intricacies of feedback in the workplace, we surveyed 235 leaders in 
organizations around the world. Our fi ndings will clarify the process of giving and receiving 
feedback, including: 

•  How often we typically get feedback from our bosses;

•  What types of feedback (positive vs. negative, process vs. outcome) 
we actually get from our bosses;

•  What types of feedback we would actually prefer to get from 
our bosses;

•  How often we give feedback to our direct reports (and what types);

•  Best practices for giving and receiving feedback.

Our research will increase awareness of what feedback is and what it is not. By doing so, we 
will dispel popular myths about the kind of feedback that employees really want to have to 
develop and improve.
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Making the Business Case 
for Feedback

Jim, a young high potential, used to work in a sales role at a large telecommunications 
provider. He really enjoyed his work as a customer sales representative and often volunteered 
to stay overtime when the company needed him. His coworkers and boss thought Jim was 
a really nice guy who interacted well with the customers. Yet, Jim never got the promotion 
he wanted because his sales numbers were not exceeding expectations. Jim eventually left 
the company for a competitor and in his new organization, eventually got the promotion he 
wanted, becoming a top sales manager. 

Why couldn’t Jim get the promotion at his former organization? Jim’s old boss never told Jim 
that he needed to improve his time-management skills; Jim was such a nice guy that he would 
spend too much time speaking with customers, causing him to neglect other potential buyers. 
Therefore, he wasn’t “exceeding the numbers” and growing potential new buyers at a rate 
that was necessary for bonuses and promotions. Unfortunately, Jim’s former boss didn’t give 
him the feedback he needed before Jim decided to leave. His new boss, however, did give 
feedback on the behavior that derailed Jim in his previous organization. Jim took it to heart, 
and changed his behavior in this area, leading to his promotion. Later, we’ll circle back and let 
you know how Jim’s new manager delivered this important feedback. 

Jim’s story is relatable to a lot of us. So often, bosses do not give enough negative feedback 
for a number of reasons. They could be uncomfortable with the emotional reactions to 
feedback, discourage employees from seeking feedback by the intentional (or unintentional) 
creation of a culture with low tolerance for failure, or they may consistently fi nd faults and 
shoot down any idea brought to them (Moss & Sanchez, 2004).
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When managers avoid giving feedback 
to their employees or don’t set up 
environments that encourage individuals to 
seek out feedback, it hurts the individual 
and the organization. The individual is left 
feeling confused or angry. High potentials 
eventually leave the organization. Poor 
performers get even worse, which in turn 
hurts the performance of everyone else 
around them, ultimately aff ecting the bottom 
line. For instance, in a study of 83 executives, 
researchers at Ohio State University and 
Northwestern University determined that 
the inability to give under-performing 
employees feedback was one of the top 
“people problems” managers must deal with. 
According to the executives, the inability 
to give under-performing employees 
feedback cost their organizations between 
$6,000 and $8,000 per day (Menon & 
Thompson, 2016).

In an attempt to “fi x” the issue, some 
consultants have been teaching managers 
to just provide positive feedback to solve 
this problem. For example, a 2013 SHRM/
Globoforce survey of 764 human resource 
professionals found that 94% of respondents 
said that positive feedback (reinforcing 
behaviors or performances that should be 
repeated) versus negative feedback (pointing 
out specifi c behaviors or performances that 
need improvement) has a greater impact 
on improving employee performance. One 
could infer that negative feedback is not as 
important to provide employees at work.

Through the data we have 
collected, we will argue that 
such fi ndings are misleading 
and dangerous to managers. 
To the contrary, the research 

shows that negative feedback is 
just as important—if not more 

important—for performance 
management issues at work.
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What is Feedback and Why Is it Important?
Many people assume that feedback is just being told that you did a good job on a task or that you 
did poorly on something. Yet, researchers at the University of Akron have found that feedback 
involves more than just a simple evaluation of whether someone performed well or poorly 
(Medvedeff , Gregory, & Levy, 2008). Specifi cally, there are four types of feedback that employees 
can receive on their work performance:

In a recent study with college students, 
University of Akron researchers found that 
positive outcome feedback and negative process 
feedback motivate individuals the most. People 
were most likely to seek more feedback when 
they received negative process feedback that told 
them what they were doing wrong and what they 
could do to increase performance as they worked 
on a task. Receiving positive outcome feedback 
also made individuals want to seek additional 
feedback but not as much as negative process 
feedback did. Positive outcome feedback was 
rewarding, and negative process feedback 
provided useful information to help individuals 
improve. In short, these types of feedback were 
most motivating but for diff erent reasons. 

The academic research clearly shows that 
negative feedback in fact is important, and if 
used correctly, can be a tool for managers to 
use in performance management. People gain 
self-awareness and understand their strengths 
when they get positive feedback and become 
aware of opportunities for development when 
they get negative feedback. And contrary to 
popular belief, negative feedback (particularly 
negative process feedback) can be a powerful 
tool for leaders to use when working to 
motivate employees to get better—if delivered 
constructively.

• Positive Outcome Feedback
 a favorable evaluation of a completed task 

  (e.g., “Good work!”)

• Negative Outcome Feedback
 an unfavorable evaluation of a completed task 

  (e.g., “This work is not acceptable.”)

• Positive Process Feedback
 real-time feedback on what is going well as a task is being completed 

  (e.g., “Good work! You are spending the right amount of time 
  working on this task.”)

• Negative Process Feedback

 real-time feedback on what is not going well as a task is being completed 
  (e.g., “This work is not acceptable. You are not spending the 
  right amount of time working on this task.”)
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Daily
6%

The Results

Exhibit 1

How often do people get feedback from their boss? 
First, we asked participants, “How often do you get feedback from your boss?” with the choices being 
daily, weekly, at least once a month if not more often, quarterly, and annually. As shown in Exhibit 1, 
only 6% (14 of the 235) said daily. The most popular choice was weekly, chosen by almost a third of 
participants, followed closely by monthly (27%). Further, 15% chose quarterly and 20% said annually. 
So, it could be said that a majority, 65% of participants, get some sort of feedback monthly, and 38%, 
in fact, get some sort of feedback at least once a week, if not daily.

Quarterly
15%

Annually
20%

Monthly
27%

Weekly
32%

We, however, wanted to learn more behind the realities and practicalities of feedback at work. We 
wanted to see how feedback actually plays out in the workplace with leaders. We therefore asked 
235 leaders from around the world specifi c questions about the frequency and type of feedback they 
tend to give and receive. The purpose of the current study is to benchmark these feedback practices 
in a sample of global leaders so that organizations and their leaders can become more aware of the 
diff erent types of feedback they should be providing employees. What follows are the results and 
some ideas for best practices around feedback in the workplace.
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Negative 
Outcome

11%

What types of feedback do people actually get from their boss? 
Next, we asked participants, “Over the last three months, think about the total amount of feedback you 
received from your immediate boss. What percentage of that feedback was positive outcome (e.g., “Good 
work!”), positive process (“Good work! You are spending the right amount of time working on this task.”), 
negative outcome (e.g., “This work is not acceptable.”) and negative process (e.g., “This work is not 
acceptable. You are not spending the right amount of time working on this task.”). Participants fi lled in 
percentages of each choice, ranging from 0% to 100% for each choice. All choices when added together had 
to equal 100%.

According to results which can be seen in Exhibit 2, most of the feedback participants received from their 
bosses is positive. More than three-fourths (77%) of the feedback participants received in the last three 
months was positive, with more positive outcome (44%) than positive process (33%). The negative feedback 
received was split almost evenly with negative process (12%) and negative outcome (11%).

Negative 
Process

12%Positive 
Process

33%

Positive 
Outcome

44%

Exhibit 2
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What types of feedback would people prefer to get from their boss? 
Are the preferences for feedback similar or diff erent from the actual feedback received? We 
asked participants to think about the total amount of feedback they would prefer to get from 
their boss and like the previous question, fi lled in percentages for each of the four choices, 
ranging from 0% to 100% for each choice. Again, all choices when added together had to 
equal 100%. Exhibit 3 shows the results.

Negative 
Process

18%
Positive 
Process

32%

Positive 
Outcome

33%

Exhibit 3
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We found that participants actually would prefer a little less positive feedback (65% as compared 
to the 77% they are actually getting) and a little more negative feedback (35% as compared to the 
23% they are actually getting). So, participants would prefer to get a little less positive outcome 
feedback (i.e., “Good job”) and a little more of both negative outcome and negative process than 
what they are actually getting. Individuals want to receive the same amount of positive process 
outcome feedback they are already getting. 

Statistical analyses also suggest that while there are no signifi cant diff erences between the amount 
of positive process feedback received to preferred,1 participants actually would like to receive more 
negative process2 and negative outcome feedback3 from their boss, and less positive outcome 
feedback4 from their boss. Exhibit 4 shows these similarities and diff erences.
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Quarterly
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How often do people give feedback to their own direct reports? 
In the previous set of questions, we asked participants about the feedback they receive 
versus what they’d prefer to receive. Next, we examined the feedback they actually gave by 
asking, “How often do you typically give feedback to your own subordinates?” with choices of 
daily, weekly, monthly, quarterly, and annually. As shown in Exhibit 5, a majority (53%) give 
feedback weekly, with another 18% saying they give feedback daily. Over one-fi fth (21%) said 
they gave feedback monthly. Chosen less often, 6% said they gave feedback quarterly and 2% 
said they gave feedback yearly. Interestingly, the frequency of feedback these leaders report 
giving to their direct reports on a weekly, if not daily basis (71%) is much more than the 
amount of feedback they actually received from their own boss (38%).

Exhibit 5

Daily
18%

Monthly
21%

Weekly
53%
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What types of feedback do people give their own direct reports? 
When asked how much of the four diff erent types of feedback these leaders gave their 
direct reports, almost two-thirds (65%) is positive with equal amounts of positive outcome 
(32%) and positive process (33%). Of the negative feedback given, the amounts are almost 
equal as well, with slightly more negative process given (19%) than negative outcome 
(16%). Exhibit 6 shows these results.

Negative 
Outcome

16%

Positive 
Outcome

32%

Negative 
Process

19%
Positive 
Process

33%

Exhibit 6
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We examined diff erences across gender, ages, and levels of the leaders in our sample. First, we 
found a trend that men in our sample (10.1%) received daily feedback more than women (1.7%) 
and received more feedback weekly (35.3%) than women (29.3%). Men also tended to give more 
feedback on a daily basis (20.2%) than women (14.7%). 

Second, we found frontline leaders tended to get more feedback from their boss (10.2%) than 
directors and vice presidents (4.1% each) and executives (7.5%) on a daily basis. We also found 
frontline leaders tended to get feedback on a weekly basis (39%) more than directors (32.7%), VPs 
(27.4%), and executives (35%). Frequency of feedback frontline leaders gave to their direct reports 
was less than managers at other levels, however. When asked how frequent they gave feedback to 
their own direct reports, 61% of frontline leaders chose either daily or weekly, which was less than 
directors (71.4%), VPs (74.0%), and executives (77.5%).

Third, there was a trend showing younger workers tended to get daily and weekly feedback more 
than older workers, but tended to give less than their older counterparts.

In terms of the four diff erent types of feedback, there were many more similarities than 
diff erences. In addition, where diff erences emerged, they were minor or slight in nature. For 
instance:

Gender fi ndings:

• Men tend to give equal amounts of all four types of feedback as women. 

• Men tend to get equal amounts of all four types of feedback as women except negative 
outcome5 (men get more than women, but the diff erence is very slight).

• Women would prefer to get more positive process feedback6 and less negative outcome 
feedback7 than men.

Managerial level fi ndings:

• There were no diff erences in the amounts of all four types of feedback given or received 
(actual or preferred) across all managerial levels except for the preference to get positive 
outcome from the boss,8 with frontline leaders (26.36%) preferring to receive less than 
directors (36.63%), VPs (35.56%), and executives (35.93%).

Age fi ndings:

• There were no diff erences in the amounts of all four types of feedback given or received 
(actual or preferred) across all age ranges measured except for the amount of negative 
process feedback given to their own direct reports,9 with 35–44 year olds (22.69%) giving 
more than 45–54 year olds (17.70%) and 55–64 year olds (15.50%).

Are There Demographic Diff erences in Feedback?
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Do eff ective and ineff ective leaders 
give diff erent types of feedback? 
We took a deeper look into how much and what 
type of feedback ineff ective and highly eff ective 
bosses give their subordinates. To examine 
this, we asked all 235 participants to rate their 
boss’s performance on his or her present job 
using a 1–5 scale with 1 = among the worst and 
5 = among the best. We labeled “ineff ective 
bosses” as those receiving less than a 3 on the 
5-point scale, and “highly eff ective bosses” as 
receiving a 5 on the 5-point scale. This resulted 
in one group of 39 participants with “ineff ective 
bosses” and 57 with “highly eff ective bosses.”

First, we found a trend that participants with 
ineff ective bosses in our sample tended to 
receive less weekly or daily feedback (5.1% 
daily and 20.5% weekly) than participants 
with highly eff ective bosses (8.8% daily and 
45.6% weekly). Further, the major diff erence 
in the type of feedback received was positive 
process.10 Those with ineff ective bosses get 
positive process feedback 22.1% of the time, 
while those with highly eff ective bosses get 
positive process feedback 34.1% of the time. It 
seems the two major diff erentiators between 
ineff ective and highly eff ective bosses are 
the frequency of feedback and the amount of 
positive process feedback they give.
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Summary of Findings
We asked 235 people what they thought about getting and receiving feedback. Key fi ndings include:

• Well over half (65%) of individuals receive feedback at least on a monthly basis; 38% are getting 
feedback even more frequently on a weekly basis—if not daily.

• Though individuals receive a lot more positive feedback (77%) than negative feedback (23%) from 
their bosses, they actually want more negative feedback. Specifi cally, individuals would prefer to get 
a little less positive outcome feedback (i.e., “Good job”) and a little more of both negative outcome 
and negative process than what they are actually getting. 

• Individuals reported giving a lot more feedback to their subordinates on a weekly, if not daily basis 
(71%) than what they personally receive from their own boss (38%).

• There are some trends based on demographic diff erences:

- Men are getting more feedback than women.

- Front-line leaders give less feedback to their direct reports compared to higher-level leaders.

- Young leaders give less feedback than their older counterparts.

- Despite some slight diff erences, all individuals would like to receive a little less positive 
outcome feedback (i.e., “Good job”) and a little more of both negative outcome and negative 
process than what they are actually getting. 

• Individuals with highly eff ective bosses receive a lot more feedback (54%) than those with 
ineff ective bosses (26%) on at least a weekly basis, if not daily. And, highly eff ective bosses give 
more positive process feedback.
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So What?
Overall, this research—using a global sample 
of 235 leaders—shows that contrary to a lot 
of popular opinion, people really want to 
receive more negative feedback from their 
own bosses than they are actually getting. This 
fi nding is also in line with scholarly work that 
previously found individuals are motivated 
by both positive and negative feedback 
(Medvedeff  et al., 2008). Specifi cally, we found 
that individuals would prefer to get a little less 
positive outcome feedback (i.e., “Good job”) 
and a little more of both negative outcome and 
negative process. And the most highly eff ective 
bosses are providing a lot more feedback—
particularly positive process feedback—to their 
direct reports than ineff ective bosses. Our 
sample of leaders even reports giving more 
feedback to their own direct reports than they 
get from their own bosses. 

So why is this trend happening? Positive 
feedback makes us feel good, and clearly we are 
naturally more likely to respond to it (London, 
2003). Many studies have documented the 
above average eff ect: people’s tendency to rate 

themselves as above average on everything 
from driving (Guerin, 1994) to physical 
attractiveness (Eply & Whitchurch, 2008), and 
relevant to this research, competence at work 
(Gawande, 2002). These infl ated views are not 
necessarily a bad thing; the above-average 
eff ect can protect against depression and 
promote well-being (Taylor & Brown, 1988). 
However, this eff ect makes us less likely to 
be open to receiving accurate, constructive 
feedback. Since this feedback contradicts our 
above-average views of ourselves, we react 
emotionally and often shut down (London, 
2003). But it does not have to be this way. 

Leaders can learn and engage in 
practices that reduce the immediate 
emotional reaction that people 
instinctively feel when getting 
negative feedback. 

The following section off ers advice, tips, and 
best practices in giving feedback—both positive 
and negative.

?
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Feedback Best Practices
Providing feedback to employees is a major job responsibility of leaders in organizations. We 
encourage managers to view feedback as an inherent part of their role as leaders to provide 
information aimed at helping their employees understand how they are meeting specifi c work 
goals. If leaders and employees view feedback as just information to help someone get better, the 
emotional bite it takes out of others can be reduced or eliminated. But how should they go about 
giving feedback in this way to maximize its acceptance and reduce resistance? The following is a list 
of some advice, tips, and best practices in giving feedback.

SBI: Situation, Behavior, Impact—The SBI model is a useful way for leaders to give feedback. 

1.  Situation
Describe the specifi c situation in which the behavior occurred. 

For example, “Yesterday at 11 when we were in the team debrief meeting in room 200. . .”
Avoid generalities, such as “last week,” or “the whole afternoon” as they can lead to 
confusion.

2.  Behavior
Describe the actual, observable behavior being discussed. Keep to the facts. Don’t insert 
opinions or judgments.

An example would be “You stood up and began talking about next year’s budget fi ve 
minutes into my presentation about the action review process,” instead of “You were 
rude.”

3.  Impact
Describe the impact the behavior had on you. Maybe this person has gotten into the 
habit of interrupting presentations and might not realize the eff ect of such behavior. If 
you believe that behavior needs to stop or be changed, you can use such impact words as 
“troubled” or “worried” or “frustrated” or “upset”. 

For example, “I felt frustrated because I lost my train of thought, and upset because 
I felt unheard.” 

If giving positive feedback, the impact part of SBI can be given in a positive way. Words 
like “impressed” or “proud” can help underscore the success of the behavior. For instance, 
if the situation was, “In the presentation you gave at 2 p.m. Tuesday to the board” and the 
behavior was, “You gave information about our competitors that we did not know about” and 
you want that behavior to continue in the future, you could say, “I was impressed when you 
addressed that issue without being asked.”

Because you are describing exactly what happened and explaining your true feelings—
not passing judgment—the recipient is more likely to listen and learn.
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How Feedback Helped Jim
Remember Jim from the introduction? In his former organization, he was never given feedback 
about the amount of time spent with current clients and how much time he needed to spend 
growing new clients. His boss in his current organization, however, wanted to use feedback to help 
develop Jim. This is how he used SBI feedback. 

1. Situation
Jim’s boss fi rst described the specifi c situation in which the behavior occurred. For example, 
“Yesterday between the hours of 1 and 4 in the afternoon on the sales fl oor. . .”

2. Behavior
Jim’s boss knew Jim took too long on calls with existing clients, so he gave a clear behavior: “You 
made one call to an existing client that lasted an hour and a half.” 

3. Impact
Describe the results of the behavior. Jim’s boss could describe the impact in four ways: positive 
outcome, positive process, negative outcome, and negative process. Depending on the situation, 
any of the various types may be important to provide. 

Clearly, Jim’s boss at his current organization felt like this behavior needed to change. 

• A negative outcome example could be, “When you spent that amount of time on the phone, I 
felt worried.”

• A negative process example could be, “When you spend that amount of time on the phone, I 
feel worried because the quotas for bringing in new clients are less achievable.” 

Negative outcome and negative process feedback, can be diffi  cult to hear but are clearly necessary 
in performance management. Though this was the fi rst time Jim had ever heard this feedback, he 
took it well. The SBI was the start of a conversation and the beginnings of a developmental plan to 
change behaviors so that Jim spent a little less time on current clients and more time expanding his 
client base. Three months later, Jim’s boss noticed he had changed for the better. On the sales fl oor, 
he noticed Jim was showing better time management. He wanted to give an SBI. The impact part of 
SBI could be:

• A positive outcome example: “I was impressed by your work.”

• A positive process example: “I am impressed by the work you are doing because you’re 
spending the right amount of time on current clients and expanding your client base.”
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As you give feedback in the SBI way, remember to keep it simple. SBI has three parts, so aim for 
three short, concise, and clear sentences. Steer clear of generalities like “always” and “never” 
because truthfully, nobody does something all the time or never. Avoid sarcastic humor to lighten 
the situation—keep it straight, to the point. And do not mix feedback with a threat or promise to 
avoid sending a mixed message.

• Frequency and timing—What is the proper ratio of positive to negative feedback? 
And when should feedback be given? Based on the results of our study, 66–75% of the 
total amount of feedback given over a period of time should be positive (with pretty 
much equal amounts process and outcome). So that’s around a 2:1 or 3:1 ratio, positive to 
negative. At the very least give that amount, but we also suggest to “strive for fi ve” as in 
a 5:1 positive to negative ratio. The 5:1 ratio is from the research of relationship experts 
John and Julie Gottman (Gottman, 1994) and their work investigating successful marriages 
and those ending in divorce. In their work with married couples, the ratio of positive to 
negative interactions during a time when the couple was in confl ict was usually around 
5:1 for couples in successful marriages. For couples who were in unstable marriages, 
often ending in divorce, the ratio was far less, usually 0.8:1. If that 5:1 ratio of positive to 
negative interactions during confl ict is good enough to predict whether a marriage will be 
successful or not, it might be a rule of thumb worth considering in the amount of positive 
and negative feedback to give at work to others. 

• Further, regardless of whether the feedback is positive or negative, process or outcome, 
it should be given “just in time” as soon as possible, so that the individual will 
accurately recall the event and avoid repeating the same behavior in the future. And 
by the way, don’t sandwich feedback. Even the best of bosses hate to deliver negative 
feedback, but they do still do it. And based on our results, people want it. You may fi nd it 
diffi  cult at fi rst, so you may try to put in a compliment or positive feedback fi rst (that’s the 
bottom slice of bread). Then comes “the meat” or the bad news. Then put on that top-slice 
of bread whether it is another piece of positive feedback, a compliment, or some other 
means of dismissing the “meat” of the sandwich. If you sandwich your feedback this way, 
people will ignore the fi rst thing they hear because they know the bad news is coming 
next. And they won’t hear the last part because they will be stuck on the bad news in the 
middle. Sandwiches are great for lunch and picnics. Not for feedback.

• Show empathy when delivering negative feedback. By showing that you genuinely 
care about their welfare and that you recognize their need to improve performance, 
feedback recipients will have more interest and enthusiasm for accepting and using 
the feedback to get better (Young, Moukarzel, Steelman, Richard, & Gallo, 2013). This 
approach to delivering feedback could be particularly useful when individuals don’t like, 
value, or feel accountable for using feedback.
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• Providing feedback is not about fi xing 
people. If there is something wrong with you, 
how open are you to “being fi xed”? That thought 
probably doesn’t go over very well, does it? 
People get very defensive if they have to “be 
fi xed,” and they will shut down and shut you off . 
Like your role in resolving confl ict, it’s not your 
role to fi x people when you give them feedback. 
Relieve that responsibility from yourself. 
Instead, help the people you lead and serve 
become aware of what they need to start, stop, 
or continue to do, to be eff ective through the 
feedback you give them. If “being fi xed” brings 
up walls of defense for you, it probably will with 
others too. Don’t fi x them, provide feedback to 
help and support them.

• Practice giving feedback. It’s hard giving 
SBIs at fi rst and adopting it as a way to provide 
feedback. In the beginning, you may need to 
take some time alone and think about what to 
say before delivering it. You also may need to 
practice saying the SBI to yourself in the mirror, 
or to a trusted friend or advisor before you 
deliver it to the person it’s intended for.

• Create a favorable feedback environment. 
As a leader, you should be working—on a daily 
basis—to build a favorable environment that 
makes others want to receive, seek out, and 
use feedback for performance improvement. In 
a favorable feedback environment, individuals 
continuously receive feedback from others, 
actively seek out feedback from others, and they 
are expected to learn from and use the feedback 
they receive. You can build a favorable feedback 
environment by: improving your credibility 
(know the individual’s job requirements and 
performance standards, inspire trust); giving 
high-quality feedback; delivering feedback with 
care (tactful and considerate, with empathy); 
providing the right amount of all four types 
of feedback; being available to give feedback; 
and encouraging others to actively seek 
feedback from you (Steelman, Levy, & Snell, 
2004). Without investing in the cultivation of 
a favorable feedback environment on a regular 
basis, the most empathic SBI feedback moment 
may get rejected or forgotten in the daily grind.
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Conclusion
Contrary to what many consultants think and 
the popular view of feedback, employees really 
want to receive more negative feedback from 
their bosses than they are actually getting. And 
this should not be surprising; some scholars 
even argue that negative feedback is the 
most useful type of feedback to provide (but 
remember that the ratio of positive to negative 
feedback is at least 3:1 if not 5:1). When leaders 
follow best practices, negative feedback 
should be viewed as valuable information by 
recipients about how to get better. Positive 
feedback is also very useful, but it does not 
provide information about where performance 
gaps exist, and thus, where one needs to 
focus his/her time and attention (Kluger & 
DeNisi, 1996). Some have referred to this as 
the “great paradox of negative feedback” such 
that negative feedback is the most useful type 
of feedback, yet it’s what people like the least 
(Gregory & Levy, 2015).

Though giving negative feedback is an 
unpleasant experience for many managers, 
consider how valuable it can be to subordinates 
and even your own career. Potential benefi ts 
include higher retention of your top talent 
because they will appreciate that you took 
the time to give them honest, thoughtful 
feedback about how they can improve (Deal 
& Levenson, 2016). In a recent CCL study of 
306 managers, leaders who provided higher-
quality negative feedback (according to their 
direct reports) on a regular basis were also 
viewed as more promotable by their bosses. In 
short, giving high-quality negative feedback 
will allow you to retain your top performers. 
And your own career will benefi t too. But 
don’t forget that leaders should also “walk the 
talk” with feedback, and encourage others 
to give them feedback. According to a recent 
Washington Post article (2016), “The best 
leaders give feedback and take in feedback, 
being courageous enough to say, ‘This is what 
I’m working on. Help me be better.’”
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