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Who asked you anyway?  Some feedback on Feedback
by Sue Soal
Community Development Resource Association

It seems to me that “feedback” is overrated. In human development work this peculiar professional activity is rife in management, in training and in direct intervention work. 

Traditional performance appraisals involve giving feedback to underlings on their performance; when we train practitioners to facilitate the development of others, one way in which we facilitate their development is to give them feedback on how well they are doing; working in the field, feedback to clients or communities on their performance and functioning is often a preamble to our offer to help them fix that same performance and functioning. 

All of this kind of feedback is top-down, it comes from one who knows, to another who is getting-to-know. It is inherently directive. And it is ubiquitous.

For some of us, feedback also occurs in more subtle forms. Our participatory approaches require peer review and self-assessment, so the terms of feedback are softened. We engage more in jointly formulating the criteria for judgement than we would in a traditional approach and we participate more in making spaces for people to assess themselves and engage in self-criticism. My sense is that this is often a precursor to the big moment where, after conscientiously assessing themselves, hapless recipients are then invited to hear “just a few additions” from the facilitator/feed backer who invariably feels obliged to add something new. We use participatory techniques to soften the blow – seldom to abandon it altogether.

The simple matrix below captures four kinds of feedback: solicited observation, solicited opinion, unsolicited observation and unsolicited opinion. 





Solicited
Unsolicited

	
	

	
	


Observation

Opinion

When we solicit an observation from someone, we ask them what they have seen in our behavior – without assessing it. We ask “What did you see?” and in that way we expand our understanding of ourselves … without having to expand our understanding of anyone else’s opinion of us. Paradoxically, this kind of feedback can be most powerful and effective at enabling the ongoing development of another. When we are reflected back to ourselves, unqualified and unadorned by anyone else’s opinion, this is when we see ourselves most truthfully. Such clarity is the sharpest spur to action.
While an unsolicited observation carries no overt assessment or criticism, it is offered without having been asked for – and all too often, this is enough to tumble it into judgement. We say “”I noticed you did x, y or z …” and the defence, “Well, I was just making an observation” does little to mute the implied criticism.

When observation turns to opinion, we offer our point of view on what we have seen. This point of view might be informed by mutual criteria or it might be purely personal, the point is that it contains an assessment. When opinion is actively sought, or given consensually, this reflects high levels of trust in a relationship, be it one between peers, friends, intimates, expert-client, donor-recipient or supervisor-staff member.  Such relationships are rare, and cherished, wherever they may be.

But all too often we find ourselves in the world of unsolicited opinion – more present than we would like to face up to in organisational life and in development practice. Unsolicited opinion is met, almost invariably, with the closing-down response (often unspoken) “I don’t recall asking you your opinion”
My experience is that unsolicited opinion increases with the size of the power gap in any given relationship. A good test of this is to imagine what kind of relationship you would have to have with someone in order to answer a blunt “NO” in response to the question “Can I give you some feedback?”

While these four kinds of feedback obtain in the realm of interpersonal work and assessment, they might just as well apply to inter-organisational relationships and overlap with some of the dynamics experienced by recipients and donors alike in the sticky territory of external evaluation. We would live and work in a markedly different world if evaluators confined themselves to describing what they observed, and left the inescapable conclusions to be drawn by those who must live with the consequences of the picture that is revealed.
Working in human development and believing that our own practices must be subject to scrutiny makes it tricky to tackle feedback. It’s a bit of a sacred cow, the tough love of development practice, the ultimate proof that we have made it (be it as giver or receiver), that emotionally and morally, we have got what it takes. To turn it down, to question feedback suggests some denial, avoidance … perhaps even a need for really direct feedback … it risks excluding oneself from the inner circle of those with “self-knowledge” and psychic robustness, tough enough to handle feedback. And I would not want to do this – neither personally, nor professionally, as expanding self-understanding is certainly a key element of practice as I understand it. So what, practically, are the alternatives to the kind of feedback that closes things down?

In the CDRA, we have evolved a process that tends to avoid some of feedback’s pitfalls. Using the matrix described above, our approach emphasises solicited observation. We use this observation in our homeweeks when we share practice with one another through reflective reports, case studies, stories from practice and one to one supervision. Using characterisation, deep listening, story telling and questions, we aim to keep spaces open just that little longer than might be considered ordinary. We also strive to bring observation to life in our learning and dialogue programmes and organisational consultancy, helping clients and participants to develop an eye that observes both intimately and dispassionately. 
In external evaluations, our approach is to assist those being evaluated to develop their own observations of the situations that they are a part of, and into which they are intervening. The strongest evaluations express the objective voices of those at the very heart of what is being evaluated. 
None of this is accomplished fully or consistently and to sustain this eye requires constant attention and work. But we do find, that observation, combined with intuitive and thoughtful questions remain the cornerstone of our practice and a thoroughly viable alternative to the blunt instrument of feedback.
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