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The refocus on feedback

• “Kids these days”
• Trainees have always rejected feedback

• But now they are obvious about it

• Failure of self-assessment
• Always been bad

• But finally (slowly) we are accepting it

• Simulation
• Emphasis on debriefing

• Humans are remarkably “immune” to feedback

• Eg, Eva et al (2010)
• “Students' opinions of the ratings they deserved provided 

better prediction of the generation of learning goals than did 
the examiner assessment”

• Eg, Lockyer et al (2007)
• “Physicians seemed not to incorporate data from their 

colleagues, coworkers or patients into their self-assessment”

“Resistance” to feedback
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In theory…

• Giving feedback sounds like it should be easy
• Collect evidence regarding performance

• Develop understanding of how individual could improve

• Share this information with the individual

• (Accept the effusive thank you’s with grace and aplomb)

In reality…

• It is harder than we think it should be:

In reality…

• It is harder than we think it should be:

• As feedback giver:
• Hard to say the things we think we should say

• Hard to say it well

• Hard to convince receiver of the truth of it
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In reality…

• It is harder than we think it should be:

• As feedback giver:
• Hard to say the things we think we should say

• Hard to say it well

• Hard to convince receiver of the truth of it

• As feedback receiver:
• Hard for us to believe what others are telling us

• Hard not to get defensive and self-protective

Current conceptualizations

• Efforts to “improve” feedback have tended to 
take a behavioural approach (how to do it well)
• Be prompt (immediately after observation)

• Focus on behaviors not personal characteristics

• Use specific examples of performance

• Offer specific suggestions for change

• Use the “feedback sandwich”

Current conceptualizations

• Efforts to “improve” feedback have tended to 
take a behavioural approach (how to do it well)
• Be prompt (immediately after observation)

• Focus on behaviors not personal characteristics

• Use specific examples of performance

• Offer specific suggestions for change

• Use the “feedback sandwich”

• All true (more or less)… BUT
• An insufficient description of why it works (what it is doing)

• An insufficient description of why it is still hard
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So what is going on?

• Other considerations must be taken into account

• The receiver’s perspective

• The giver’s perspective

• The relational context

• The social context

From the “receiver’s” perspective

• Threat to sense of self
• The “narcissistic blow”

From the “receiver’s” perspective
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• Threat to sense of self
• The “narcissistic blow”

• Forces attention to things easier to ignore 
• If you make it explicit, I have to do something about it

From the “receiver’s” perspective

• Threat to sense of self
• The “narcissistic blow”

• Forces attention to things easier to ignore 
• If you make it explicit, I have to do something about it

• Questionable credibility of data and/or source
• Inconsistent with everything else I have been told
• Disagreement (assumptions, interpretations, priorities)
• Questionable motives of feedback giver

From the “receiver’s” perspective

From the “giver’s” perspective
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From the “giver’s” perspective

• Difficult to say bad things about people
• Violates social norms of appropriate behaviour

• “Your hair looks fine”

From the “giver’s” perspective

• Difficult to say bad things about people
• Violates social norms of appropriate behaviour

• “Your hair looks fine”

• Represents a personal risk
• Of damage to the relationship

• Of reactions/reprisals from the recipient

• Of sense of self as nice and supportive

The relational context
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The relational context

• The right to give feedback at all
• Who are you to tell me

• You don’t really know me

The relational context

• The right to give feedback at all
• Who are you to tell me

• You don’t really know me

• The scope of legitimate feedback
• Not your place to discuss certain things

The relational context

• The right to give feedback at all
• Who are you to tell me

• You don’t really know me

• The scope of legitimate feedback
• Not your place to discuss certain things

• Style of feedback appropriate to the relationship
• Directness

• Place of humour

• Balance of explicit support vs suggestions for improvement
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The social context

The social context

• Construction of expertise as:
• Authoritative

• Independent

• Autonomous

The social context

• Construction of expertise as:
• Authoritative

• Independent

• Autonomous

• Competence as goal of learning
• “Entrustable professional activities”
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The social context

• Construction of expertise as:
• Authoritative

• Independent

• Autonomous

• Competence as goal of learning
• “Entrustable professional activities”

• Proving rather than improving
• Student definition of successful case report

• Preference for praise over corrective feedback

Alternate conceptions of feedback

• NOT:
• A set of decontextualized “best practice” 

mechanisms of delivery

Alternate conceptions of feedback

• NOT:
• A set of decontextualized “best practice” 

mechanisms of delivery

• A product (“Here is your feedback”) 
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Alternate conceptions of feedback

• NOT:
• A set of decontextualized “best practice” 

mechanisms of delivery

• A product (“Here is your feedback”) 

• RATHER:
• A dynamic negotiated process 

in the context of a relationship

The process

• Bidirectional, dynamic, reciprocal:

• What is fed back must adapt based on how it affects 
the system it was meant to “correct”

• Feedback “giver” is also getting feedback about how 
the feedback is being received and interpreted

The negotiation

• Of shared world views
• Do we agree on goals, priorities, perspectives?

• Of what we are allowed to talk about

• Of how that will be discussed
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The relationship

• “The educational alliance”
• May be structural (formal / imposed) or informal,

but still has to be mutually accepted 

• Involves mutual recognition (ongoing negotiation) 
of shared goals and appropriate ways to get there

• Requires understanding that primary purpose is 
helping the learner

The “sophisticated” behaviours

The “sophisticated” behaviours

• Demonstration of understanding/respect
• Of them as a person 

• Of their world view

• Of context of their activity (about which you are opining)

• Of their goals (at least in context of this relationship)

• Of their boundaries
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The “sophisticated” behaviours

• Careful approach to “dangerous” territory
• Successive approximations

• A determination of what is “dangerous” 

The “sophisticated” behaviours

• Frequent assessment & modification of efforts
• How is this being received / interpreted

• Where are the resistances

• Where are the affordances for negotiated agreement

The “sophisticated” behaviours

• Constant return to and reinforcement of respect 
and of the relationship
• Positive summative statements

• Reinforce educational alliance

• Celebrate moments of successful negotiation
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Sure, okay, but…

• Context of clinical education undermines this:

• Often brief rotations (and getting shorter)
• No time to develop relationship 

(much less rich understanding of abilities or perspectives)

• Evaluation laden system (and getting worse)
• Students busy proving competence

• Culture of independence
• “Expertise” as needing no help 

So what can we do?

• All the stuff I have been describing already,

AND…

So what can we do?

• As clinical supervisors:
• Set context of feedback early

• “This is about getting better not about how good you are.”

• Develop the “educational alliance”

• Focus on goals as starting point of discussion
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So what can we do?

• As learners:
• Recognize difference between “positive” feedback 

and “good” feedback

• Avoid defensive (or devastated) responses
• If you want good feedback, thank them when you get it

Feedback

• It’s not rocket science

Feedback

• It’s not rocket science
• Cold, impersonal, logical
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Feedback

• It’s not rocket science
• Cold, impersonal, logical

• It’s way harder than that
• Personal, relational, messy

Feedback

• It’s not rocket science
• Cold, impersonal, logical

• It’s way harder than that
• Personal, relational, messy

• We are not properly prepared for the messiness

Feedback

• It’s not rocket science
• Cold, impersonal, logical

• It’s way harder than that
• Personal, relational, messy

• We are not properly prepared for the messiness
• Preparation may make it easier (or maybe not)

• At least it may make you more willing to do it 
even though it is hard
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