How to Actually Use Feedback Well

Idea In Short

Every professional should genuinely value authentic, well-meaning feedback, since it is one
of the few reliable ways to gauge real performance, impact and influence. Companies spend
enormous sums researching what their customers think, yet professionals working closely
with clients and colleagues often receive comparable insight for free, simply by asking the
right questions at the right moments. Getting real value from feedback requires trust, self-
awareness and the discipline to separate useful signal from noise delivered poorly.

Why Feedback Deserves Genuine Thanks

Every professional should be genuinely thankful for authentic, well-meaning feedback, since
it offers one of the few reliable ways to gauge real performance, impact and influence over
time. Whether the feedback is flattering or difficult to hear, it holds real value when it comes
from someone whose judgment is genuinely respected. Companies spend enormous sums
researching what their customers actually think, yet many professionals receive comparable
insight for free, simply by asking direct questions of clients, partners and colleagues: how a
piece of work landed, whether a particular approach makes sense, whether something
needs another set of eyes before going out, or how a colleague is genuinely performing.

Yes, It Can Genuinely Hurt

Ambitious professionals tend to be accustomed to strong performance, and hearing that a
piece of work was merely average, rather than exceptional, can be genuinely difficult to
absorb. Too often, feedback arrives at the wrong moment or in the wrong tone, delivered
out of frustration rather than a genuine spirit of improvement, and that kind of delivery rarely
helps anyone grow.1 High-performing organizations tend to expect a great deal from their
people, and working long, demanding hours is common precisely because no one wants to
disappoint clients or peers. Managers owe their teams real clarity about expectations, since
a mismatch between what a junior colleague believes is expected of them and what a
manager actually expects creates unnecessary friction that honest, timely feedback can
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prevent.

Give Yourself Feedback First

Most people can identify, without anyone else telling them, roughly three things they do well
and consistently should keep doing, and roughly three things that genuinely need to change.
Building the habit of honest self-assessment, on a regular basis rather than only during a
formal review cycle, tends to make external feedback land as confirmation rather than
surprise. Simple daily habits, like preferring a direct conversation over an ambiguous email
for anything logistically important, listening patiently rather than interrupting, and proactively
acknowledging strong work by a colleague to that colleague's own manager, compound into
a noticeably stronger professional reputation over time.

Feedback Requires Genuine Trust

Feedback works best when it flows constantly, some of it minor praise for a job well done,
some of it a serious flag that a piece of work is far from complete. Without a genuine climate
of trust, where people feel safe speaking honestly about both good and bad news, feedback
degrades into hollow, scripted language exchanged mainly to satisfy a formal review
process rather than to help anyone improve. A well-known observation attributed to
Theodore Roosevelt captures this well: people generally do not care how much someone
knows until they know how much that person genuinely cares.

Do Not Take Poorly Delivered Feedback Personally

When feedback arrives from someone acting in bad faith, delivered with genuine hostility
rather than any real intent to help, filing it away mentally rather than acting on it immediately
is a healthy response. The weight any specific piece of feedback deserves should depend
heavily on how much genuine respect the recipient holds for the person delivering it, not on
how forcefully or confidently it was stated.

Some Feedback Takes Repeating

Some people genuinely struggle to absorb feedback no matter how many different ways it
gets communicated to them. When a professional consistently reports feeling like they
never receive enough feedback, two explanations are usually worth considering: either their
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manager is genuinely too hesitant to deliver honest, direct feedback, or the person receiving
it is not actually listening closely enough to register it.2 A useful reality check applies here:
receiving the same piece of feedback repeatedly, from multiple different sources, is a
genuine trend worth taking seriously rather than dismissing as one person's isolated
opinion.

Building a Genuine Feedback Habit

Treating feedback as a routine, ongoing practice rather than an occasional formal event
tends to produce far stronger long-term results. Professionals who ask for it directly, offer it
generously to others within a real climate of trust, and stay honest with themselves about
their own performance build a genuine advantage over colleagues who only encounter
feedback once a year, during a scheduled review that arrives too late to change much.3

* 1Constructive feedback
e 2Active listening
e 3Performance appraisal

Summary

Feedback remains one of the most valuable, and most uncomfortable, tools available to any
professional. Getting genuine value from it requires asking for it directly, giving it honestly
within a climate of real trust, being willing to give yourself an honest daily assessment, and
learning to separate useful signal from feedback delivered poorly by someone who does not
have your interests at heart.
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