
Giving Criticism

Step 1 - Set the stage
• Choose the right time and place (never use email for delicate conversations)
• Keep private matters private (avoid an audience)
• Be aware of the power dynamic (avoid peering down from your throne)
• Follow the golden rule – treat others as you want to be treated. Be patient.

Step 2 - Don’t accuse
• Use “I feel” statements.

I feel frustrated, disrespected, angry, irritated, undermined...

This avoids assuming the wrong intent. No one can tell you you’re wrong about how 
you feel.

Step 3 - Be specific
• Cite specific instances when you were mad and the behavior that made you feel 

that way. 

Avoid inflammatory terms like “You always...” or “You never...” It weakens your 
argument and doesn’t provide enough information for the person to make meaningful 
change.

Step 4 - Acknowledge your part 
• Usually, there are things we all could have done to prevent an awkward or 

frustrating situation. Own your part. 

Even if your part was simply to share your feelings in the moment, there’s almost 
always something each person could have done better. 

Step 5 - Agree on a solution 
• I’ll work on this if you’ll work on that.

We all make mistakes. The goal isn’t perfection but improvement.
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Responding to Criticism

Step 1 - Listen actively
• Listen to understand rather than to respond. 

Be aware of your body language (uncross your arms, lean in to hear more).  
Paraphrase to show understanding.

Step 2 - Ask for details
• If someone accuses you of behaviors that bother them, ask for examples.

Ask for clarification, not to prove your critic wrong, but to fully understand what’s 
bothering him or her.

Step 3 - See if you can provide details
• If the critic is too flustered or angry to come up with details and/or examples, see if 

you can.

This is one of the most powerful ways to deescalate a situation. It shows you actually 
care about getting to the root of the problem.

Step 4 - Acknowledge the critic’s perception 
• You can agree with the facts of a situation and acknowledge someone’s response 

to those facts without sharing his or her feelings about what happened.  

Validating someone else’s feelings can help them feel heard and understood. You don’t 
have to agree with someone’s position to validate their feelings.

e.g.,, “I didn’t realize this behavior made you upset, but now that I do, I can approach 
this differently.”


