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Feedback is a requirement for healthy 
organizations, strong corporate 
cultures and individual employee 
growth. Two professors at the 

inaugural CUES International Leadership 
Academy at Florida International University 
in Miami, April 12-15, emphasized the 
importance of feedback as an identifying 
characteristic of learning organizations. 

William Schneper, Ph.D., explained that 
learning is directed to a goal. If an action 
an individual is taking doesn’t achieve the 
goal right away, the individual receives feed-
back from the environment, modifies the 
approach and puts the modified strategy 
into action. “The learning model says if 
performance is not achieving the goal, there 
is a problem with one of the functions.” 

In other words, learning cannot progress 
without feedback.

A second FIU professor, Juan I. Sanchez, 
Ph.D., gave a simple explanation for 
poor feedback loops. “Employers and 
employees do not like to give or receive 
negative feedback.” 

He said this tendency leads to a dangerous 
spiral. “The feedback gap widens as a 
result of the employee and supervisor 
reinforcing and stimulating each other to 
neither receive nor give feedback regarding 
performance. This perpetuates a corpo-
rate culture that precludes organizational 
learning.”

How can your credit union encourage 
feedback to create a learning culture? 
Understanding employee and employer 
contributions to the spiral as well as 
methods for managers to stop the spiral, 
are the foundation of creating a healthy 
feedback loop. 

Getting and  
Giving Feedback
It can be uncomfortable, but managers need to provide employees with a real 
performance assessment. Here are 25 useful tips to improve your program.

By Barb Kachelski, CAE

Employee Contributions to the Dangerous 
Spiral: Sanchez explained employees do not 
seek feedback if the personal cost exceeds 
the benefit. Some costs are
•		threat	to	self-esteem,
•		fear	of	appearing	incompetent,
•		fear	of	ridicule	from	co-workers,
•		fear	of	admitting	weakness,
•		desire	to	maintain	appearance	of	

consistency,
•		desire	to	manage	impressions,
•		desire	to	buy	time,	and
•		desire	to	preserve	the	ego.
Manager Contributions to the Dangerous 

Spiral: There is no single solution, since 
three kinds of management styles contribute 
to feedback gap, Sanchez noted. He shared 
the three types and their contributions to 
the feedback gap.

A zero-tolerant manager exhibits the 
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following characteristics: 
•		low	tolerance	for	failure,
•			tendency	to	react	emotionally	to	bad	

news, and
•		psychologically	or	physically	distant	

from employees.
A micromanager exhibits the following 

characteristics:
•		too	physically	close	to	employees,
•		fails	to	delegate,
•		obsessed	with	details,
•		takes	over,	and
•		expert	in	finding	fault.
A conflict avoider manager (wants to 

be liked/loved) exhibits the following 
characteristics:
•		delays,	distorts	and	avoids	giving	feedback;
•		uncomfortable	with	emotional	reactions	
to	feedback;

•		gives	employee	the	benefit	of	the	doubt;	and
•		nurturing	style.

Methods to Stop the Spiral
The good news is there are methods to help 
managers provide and receive feedback.

Understand causes of poor performance:
  1. Receive attribution training—Attrib-

uting the causes of performance requires a 
manager to determine if the cause resides 
in the person or the system. A person may 
fail to perform, for example, due to ability, 
motivation or both. The system may be 
flawed, resulting in factors external to the 
employee to cause the performance gap.

   2. Explore attribution biases—One 
example of an attribution bias is the concept 
that an individual attributes his own behavior 
to external causes, and behaviors of others 
to internal causes. For instance, I tripped 
because there is a crack in the sidewalk. He 
tripped because he is clumsy.

Manage physical and psychological  
   distance:

  1. Reduce physical distance to understand 
   external causes of poor performance.

  2. Increase physical distance to give 
   decision latitude.

  3. Reduce psychological distance to 
   gain empathy and trust.

  4. Increase psychological distance to 
   gain objectivity.

Engage in active listening:
  1. Be fully attentive with employees 

   when they seek feedback.
  2. Express interest in their needs.
  3. Express concern for them.
  4. Verbally summarize employee  

   concerns to ensure understanding.
  5. Verbally acknowledge employee  

   statements.

Best feedback-giving practices: 
  1. Give task-level motivational feedback.
  2. Describe poor performance in 

   behavioral terms.
  3. Focus on specific, controllable  

   behavior.
  4. Ask employees for improvement  

   suggestions.
  5. Give negative feedback in private.
  6. Use effective timing.
  7. Compare employee performance to  

   standard, not to others.
  8. Use a feedback script.
Develop a learning mindset:
  1. Consider failure as a learning  

   opportunity.
  2. Dissect failure from a learning perspective.
  3. Capture the learning.
  4. Realize that failure is a by-product of  

   risk-taking and innovation.
  5. Do not tolerate scapegoating.
Wise managers tailor their feedback to the 

specific situation, using different types of 
feedback. 

If the employee is trying but does not have 
the knowledge to perform, task-specific 
feedback should be used. The goal is to find 
the solution to the problem so the employee 
can meet performance goals.

If the employee has the knowledge and 
ability and is not performing, motivational 
feedback is needed. The goal of motivational 
feedback is to capitalize on the knowledge 
the person already has to give them the push 
to get it done. People naturally like to master 
their work, and this can be a strong motivator.

Feedback is a building block of corporate 
culture, Sanchez emphasized. Leaders of orga-
nizations with the strongest corporate culture 
know that “formal rules, policies and proce-
dures will not result in outstanding customer 
service, innovation or quality.” Your CU will 
only be as strong as the quality of its feedback 
and the way leaders respond to it.  

Barb Kachelski, CAE, is CUES’ SVP/chief operating 
officer. Reach her at barb@cues.org. 

Read Web-only bonus coverage 
from this article at cumanagement.
org/072810feedback.
 Read an article about CUES’ inaugural 
International Leadership Academy at 
Florida International University: http://
tinyurl.com/28eokbd.
 Read a CUES Skybox blog post about 
this program at http://tinyurl.com/cues-ila.
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