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DELIVERING FEEDBACK

The process of writing reviews and delivering feedback takes a 
lot of time and can be particularly anxiety provoking if you have 
someone on your team who tends to have a difficult or negative 
emotional reaction to feedback. 

So how do you get ready to give feedback to someone who might 
cry, yell or get defensive?



SELF AWARENESS AND PREPARATION

• Begin by increasing your own self-awareness. 

• How do you react when another person has an emotional 
reaction? Do you sugar coat the feedback – trying to avoid 
conflict – or get frustrated and fight back?

• Do your homework in advance and ground your assessments in 
observations, data, and concrete examples. Invest your time 
and be as thoughtful as possible.

• Prepare for the conversation. Walk in centered, prepared and 
organized.  Don’t wing it. 



REMEMBER THE “WHY”

• Focus on all the good reasons you are giving the feedback. 

• Remind yourself and the employee by saying things like, “I need 
to share this with you because I want you to be successful here” 
or “I want to see you keep growing.”



WHEN TALKING TO SOMEONE WHO HAS THE

TENDENCY TO CRY

It’s easy to get flustered or frustrated in the face of tears or when the person says 
things like, “It’s not fair” or “you don’t understand.”

Let the employee know that you are not being mean, that you are trying to help 
them be successful. 

Keep focused on the issue. The employee needs to hear the message as kindly 
and as empathetically as possible. A hard message does not have to come with a 
hard voice or tone.

Consider: delivering the message at the end of the day so the employee can go 
home afterward. Have a box of tissues on hand. 

Know that you may have to meet again once the person has calmed down. “I can 
see you are upset. I understand this is difficult for you. I know you want to be 
successful, and I want you to be too. I need you to think about this. Let’s set up 
another meeting tomorrow morning after you’ve had time to digest.”



PRINCIPLES TO REMEMBER

Do:

• Act like you would in a social situation – be comforting and solicitous

• Keep your responses simple and focused on the employee

• Make a specific plan for handling the situation going forward

Don’t:

• Judge people who bring emotions to work

• Try to get your employee to stop crying – offer a tissue and let the 
tears flow

• Push a person to tell you what’s happening if they don’t’ want to talk 
about it



WHEN TALKING TO SOMEONE WHO YELLS

When the other side attacks you, your instinctive reaction may be 
to attack right back, to “fight fire with fire” and “give them a taste 
of their own medicine.” 

However, this strategy could provide them with justification of 
their unreasonable behavior. They may think, “Ah, I knew you 
were out to get me. This proves it.”

Stay calm, stand your ground and be willing to shut down the 
meeting if it is not productive or professional. 



SOMEONE WHO YELLS, CONTINUED

Even if the employee claims that yelling shows passion, let them 
know you appreciate the strength of their convictions but you can 
do without the yelling. Reiterate your good intentions and let 
them know you want to hear what they have to say after they 
have taken a moment or a night to calm down. 

Say things –in a neutral, composed voice- like:

“I need to have a conversation with you. I need you to lower 
your voice.”

“I need you to take a deep breath or we will have to 
reschedule this. This is not constructive.”



THE DEFENSIVE EMPLOYEE

What about the employee who has a reason or explanation for 
everything? It’s never their responsibility or they attempt to shift 
the ownership or blame on someone else.

The employee might say things like, “You’ve misunderstood. 
You’ve got it all wrong. You clearly don’t understand.” 

This is a tactic to avoid having a constructive dialogue.   



THE DEFENSIVE EMPLOYEE, CONTINUED

Consider calling the person out on not listening and encourage 
them to do so, or say something like:

“I see this as your responsibility – let’s talk about why you don’t 
see it this way.”

“When you blame someone else, you become the victim, which 
isn’t helpful to you.”



GIVING FEEDBACK BUT NOTHING HAS CHANGED

People tend to change their behavior because of positive or 
negative consequences. No consequence, no behavior change.

Try addressing the behavior every time you see it-not every once 
in a while, but shortly after the event occurs. No one enjoys being 
“talked to” every time they are late, miss a deadline or wears 
inappropriate clothing. It’s uncomfortable. Eventually, the 
employee will get tired of these conversations and will either 
change their behavior or find another role, either within the 
organization or outside it. It’s also called being “managed out.” 



REMEMBER - DON’T FORGET TO DOCUMENT

It’s import that employees understand what the problem is, what 
they need to do to correct the problem, what will happen if they 
don’t and how much time they have to demonstrate 
improvement. If you decide to terminate an employee, you need 
to show that you had no alternative but to separate the individual 
who refused to accept the organization’s invitations to improve 
their performance. A well written warning or PIP that invites 
employees to involve themselves in their own improvement plan 
and outlines the company’s efforts to help the employee will go a 
long way toward fending off litigators’ attacks.  



SUMMARY

Working with other people will always be challenging. When you get a 
group of people together who need to accomplish goals with limited 
resources and time, it’s natural for conflict, power struggles, and 
territorialism to ensue. 

The difference between relationships that work and those that don’t is 
courage – the courage to have the conversation and tell the truth. 

Useful feedback involves two valuable human traits: courage and the 
desire to make a difference for someone. 

Be courageous, you can say more than you think you can. Start today!
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