A Guide to Human-Centered
Conversations at Work
This guide is the second of a four-part series focused on workplace communication.
In part one, we highlighted the importance of empathy, explored 1-on-1
conversations, gave tips for deep listening, and encouraged practicing the pausevaluable tools to engage and connect with employees.
In part two, we’ll bring those tools along to help build feedback skills and to answer
the questions: Where do we begin with setting expectations? How can we make
our feedback encouraging and constructive? And lastly, how do we ourselves
become good feedback recipients? You’ll find the answers here as you explore the
second guide of this series.

Part II: Feedback
At Hummingbird Humanity, we believe that a human-centered approach in the
workplace creates a space where folks feel valued, seen, and heard. Part of that
recognition is feedback. People require feedback, as it shows their contributions
are noticed and celebrated, demonstrates an investment in their professional
growth, and guides them through overcoming obstacles. The majority of
employees agree:
According to a PwC survey, more than 75% of respondents
believe that feedback is valuable. About 45% of respondents
also value feedback from their peers and clients or
customers, yet less than 30% said they receive it. (LinkedIn)

Setting Expectations
A vital part of solidifying the legitimacy of your feedback is setting the precedent of
a mutual agreement and understanding from the start. The following seven steps,
serve as a guide to setting expectations:

1.Clarify

Determine what your expectations of employees are first, then communicate them.
Individual expectations will vary based on factors such as a person's role or how
long they've been with the organization.

Common expectations defined by leaders include:
Being accountable for assigned responsibilities and duties
Being a positive influence on others
Acting as a proactive problem-solver
Acting in line with a company's rules, mission, vision, and values
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2.The "Why"
To feel fulfilled and do their best work, people need to know why what they do matters.
Communicating the meaning behind expectations helps individuals understand how
their work makes an impact, beyond being a source of labor.

Give work purpose by:
Sharing how work positively impacts customers and clients
Setting the standard that every person plays a vital role in the
business’s success
Explaining what and how each position fits into the company’s
overall goals and direction

3.Communicate & Document
After defining your expectations and determining the purpose behind them, you can
start meeting with employees to talk about guidelines. Sending out a virtual document
of expectations gives team members something they can refer back to and store in their
long-term memory.

Verify expectations by:
Having a team meeting before starting new projects
Providing clarity around individual roles
Discussing responsibilities for every team member

4.Model Behavior
If leadership operates in an inconsistent manner, they set the expectation that this
behavior is acceptable. It’s important for employees to feel a sense of stability. Trust
can’t develop unless a leader creates an environment of consistency, changing things up
too much or too often leads to stress and distrust.

Create a stable work environment by:
Modeling strong leadership qualities through both your actions and
words
Seeing new initiatives through to completion
Eliminating workflows that cause employees to “hurry up and wait”
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5.Organizational Workflow
Structuring the workday with good habits and predetermined routines is one of the best
strategies to use as you set the tone for the cadence of work. For instance, say your
company has a meeting every Monday at 10 a.m., because this is a standing weekly
event, there’s an expectation that team members need to be on time and present.

Develop a great organizational workflow by:
Setting regular times for daily or weekly roundups
Explaining ahead of time what will be covered
Communicating your schedule so employees can self-manage, but
also know when they can check-in

6.Accommodate
Unmanageable deadlines produce poor working conditions that can cause stress,
burnout, anxiety, and hostility. There may be times employees need to speed up
production, but this type of workflow should not be the status quo. More often than not,
grinding through projects negatively impacts your customers, your employees, the results,
and you.

Develop the conditions for great work by:
Checking in about each person’s capacity and workload ahead of
assigning projects
Developing an open channel for regular communication with team
leaders
Getting updates on roadblocks or changes

7.The Agreement
Setting expectations for employees is a part of relationship-building. Actively inviting
team members to ask questions, voice concerns, and share their ideas gives them
collaborative ownership of their responsibilities. Before leaving the meeting, reaffirm
what’s expected. Then, check-in, ask employees if they are comfortable being
accountable to the agreement you've established together. Be open to listening to
team members if they express they might not be able to meet the measures you’ve set.

Only about half of all workers strongly indicate that they
know what is expected of them at work. - Gallup
Ensure everyone is on the same page by:
Addressing any confusion, hesitation, or resistance
Giving employees the opportunity to discuss their thoughts
Setting up a time to check on progress

*Adapted from Leaders.
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Giving Feedback
Data shows that when employees strongly agree they received "meaningful feedback" in
the past week, they are almost 4X more likely than other employees to be engaged. - Gallup

Deloitte details the four
elements of effective feedback:
1.The Giver’s Inner Dialogue
Beliefs about the receiver and his
abilities and/or character and even
the giver’s current emotional
disposition.
How is the giver doing? The costs of setting the stage under a cloud of negativity can be
dire. Research shows that feedback will be met more positively if the giver is exhibiting a
positive emotional state as these can help receivers envision possibilities and create
long-term change. Meanwhile a negative emotional state can trigger a stress response,
shutting down the parts of the brain where creativity and openness to new ideas reside.

2. Nonverbal Communication
The body language, tone, and facial expressions between the giver and receiver.
Facial expressions offer particularly powerful nonverbal information, especially “micro
expressions,” which are unconscious, universal, uncontrollable, and last only a fraction of
a second. This is why the inner dialogue as mentioned above is so important. If there is
any disconnect between what the feedback giver believes about the receiver and what
they are actually saying, the receiver will most likely only believe the nonverbal micro
expressions.

Reading the receiver’s micro expressions:
If you are giving feedback and see disgust, anger, or contempt,
chances are the receiver disagrees with what you’ve said or has
negative feelings about you. This should signal to you that you
need to spend more time establishing trust and support with the
receiver.
If the micro expression is one of surprise it may signal that the
receiver doesn’t believe what you are saying. In these cases, you
should probe further to better understand the receiver’s frame of
reference, using specific examples to gain mutual understanding.
If the receiver looks afraid or sad, that person has likely shut down
and no more information can be absorbed.
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3. Verbal Communication
The spoken words between individuals influence the reaction to feedback, therefore
positive feedback must be intentionally included.
How to ensure the inclusion of positive feedback:
Appreciation - When an employee is shown
appreciation, they are more likely to innovate more and
engage in the well-being of the organization.
Coaching - To create an environment where coaching
can happen, feedback givers should first frame their
inner dialogue to adopt a positive, skill-focused
approach.
Evaluation - The trickiest type of feedback and the one
most prone to negativity. When evaluating employees,
be sure to include external variables at play and how to
create a plan to solve them in the future.
E.g. In theory, a salesperson should objectively be measured against their sales target.
However, if a salesperson misses a target due to an inventory shortage caused by
external factors, this information should be acknowledged. In this case, you can have a
conversation on how to still achieve sales goals with other products or services
available.

4. Receiver’s Inner Dialogue
Beliefs about themselves, the feedback giver, the feedback, and the situation.
Organizations may encourage their feedback receivers to use a containment chart, as it
makes room for a dispassionate assessment of the feedback and a higher likelihood of
future appropriate action.

An Example of A Feedback Containment Chart
What This Feedback Is About

What This Feedback Isn't About

I need to increase the amount I publish.

I am not a good researcher.

I need to spend more of my time on
publishing my results.

I can't write well.

I should learn from my contemporaries
how they are producing more ouput.

I am not a valued staff member.
dupress.deloitte.com
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Receiving Feedback
Lastly, receiving feedback from employees is vital for your personal growth as a leader.
Here are some tips to help you receive feedback effectively:

Avoid Defensiveness
All of us have the inclination to
have a “fight or flight” response.
Take a deep breath and be
aware of your inner dialogue.

Ask Questions
As we shared when it comes to
giving feedback, specificity is key.
Ask for specific examples. “Help
me understand the context of the
situation better, tell me more.”

View As A Gift

Think of feedback as a gift to help
you improve. Keep in mind if
someone is giving you feedback,
they want to help you grow as
well.

Next Steps
Share your understanding of the
feedback and what steps or
actions will be as you implement
changes.

Gratitude
Thank the person who provided feedback, it can be difficult for folks to have the
conversation. It will also increase the probability that they will be open to giving
feedback in the future.

The experience an employee has at work is directly impacted by how engaged they are.
Too often, folks leave companies because their supervisors are unclear about what they
want, aren't around or available to guide them, or, when they do give feedback, the
message they deliver creates more tension.
Keeping in mind that only about half of workers understand what is expected of them,
feedback is incredibly important. It shows that you are paying attention, that you are
celebrating your employees’ wins, and helping them when they encounter obstacles. It
will help you become a better leader, a better coach, a better human.
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Resources
Videos
The Right Way to Set Expectations with Your Team by Makeda Andrews
The Secret to Giving Great Feedback by The Way We Work
The Science of Receiving Feedback by Big Think

Articles
Employee Feedback: A Complete Guide for Leaders in 2022 by CultureMonkey
14 Ways to Effectively Set Expectations with Your Employees by Forbes
How to Set Expectations for Employees: 6 Ways to Get Aligned by BetterUp
How to Give the Most Effective Feedback by Center for Creative Leadership
Constructive Criticism that Works by American Psychological Association

Podcasts
Setting Expectations, a Roundtable Discussion by Engaged People
The Essentials, Giving Feedback by Harvard Business Review
“Thanks, Tell Me More”: How To Give And Receive Feedback by People Managing People

