
Giving and receiv-
ing feedback is 
still one of the 
major struggles 
that exists in all 

organisations. 
My work on leadership 

programmes has provided 
me with some insights on the 
common challenges in this 

area and solutions that have 
been used to meet them.

Many managers avoid giv-
ing feedback or procrastinate 
on annual performance re-
views due to the fear of the 
fallout of the conversation. 
People often avoid getting 
feedback out of fear of what 
they may hear. Other people 
ask for feedback but are then 
unable to handle it.

In Ireland, we tend to be in-
direct when giving feedback, 
or swing to the opposite side of 
the spectrum to be too direct. 

The challenge is to under-
stand how to overcome these 
difficulties, especially if we 

personalise the feedback and 
it hurts our feelings.

Discover first, manage 
later
First, it is really important to 
understand the importance of 
feedback to you. Most people 
will have blind spots and areas 
they need to develop.

The way to overcome this is 

through receiving feedback, 
coaching or shared discov-
ery, like group work or the 
use of psychometric tools.  
The higher your self-aware-
ness, the higher your emo-
tional intelligence will be-
come.

Research shows that  
90 per cent of top performers 
have higher emotional intelli-

gence and are far more likely 
to be more productive in their 
roles, and have increased ca-
reer promotions and higher 
salaries. 

Indeed, it’s estimated that 
emotional intelligence is re-
sponsible for 58 per cent of 
your job performance.

The role of emotional in-
telligence is therefore crucial 

to your career, and receiv-
ing feedback is an integral  
part of the development pro-
cess.

Managing the  
emotions
People react in different ways 
when they receive feedback. 
They may go into defence 
mode,  shut down and refute 
the message being delivered.

Others may only listen and 
acknowledge the nice things, 
which is the danger of the 
feedback sandwich (start 
nice, deliver tough message 
and finish with something 
nice). This of course could be 
a coping mechanism.

Yet others can person-
alise the message reading it 
as an attack on their ego or 
self-identity. This rocks their 
confidence.

Listen to unlock
Being able to listen and un-
lock the message that is be-
ing provided in the feedback 
conversation is key to high 
performance. 

The lessons that I have 
learned from working with 
clients during executive 
coaching or in group facili-
tation are as follows:

■ See the feedback conversa-
tion as a learning tool. You are 
learning about yourself, and 
about others’ expectations/
preferences, ways to improve 
your skills and enhance your 
emotional intelligence.
■ Recognise that if people 
are confident in giving you 
feedback, there is a positive 
intention behind the message. 
Usually, people want you to 
fulfil your potential.
■ Is the feedback true and ob-
jective? Seek out people who 
you trust will be honest with 
you. Follow the rule of thumb: 
if the overall majority agree 
there is something to work 
on, there must be something 
in the message.
■ Understand the reasons 
behind your defensiveness. 
Understand triggers and why 
you may have a strong reac-
tion to the feedback. Working 
with a coach could help you 
with this.
■ If you do tend to personalise 
feedback, recognise this as a 
tendency in yourself. Take 
time to process the feedback 
and wait for the emotions to 
settle.
■ If you know you are sen-
sitive to feedback, prepare 
yourself. Stay objective and 

ask for a follow-up meeting 
so that you can process the 
information and have a pro-
ductive conversation.
■ Seek specific feedback and 
gain clarity on details and ex-
pectations so you can make a 
development plan.
■ See your development plan 
as a challenge. Set goals to 
achieve this and before you 
know it you will be on a pos-
itive path to personal success.

Remember, feedback is es-
sential to high performance. 
If you are in pursuit of excel-
lence, the only way to learn is 
to find ways to improve. 

Whether you are a pro golf-
er, an Olympic athlete or a Six 
Nations grand slam winner, 
feedback and analysis of your 
performance is crucial to your 
personal success.
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How to give 
and receive 
feedback 
effectively

Leading, working 
and performing in 
a more complex 
environment and at 
an ever-increasing 

pace are among our biggest 
challenges today. Disruption 
and continuous change are 
now ‘normal’ and expected 
in most industries.

But this is not necessarily 
new. In fact it has been going 
on for some time. So how are 
we managing this increased 
complexity and pace, and 
what seems to be working for 
those who have led the way?

Agility as a solution
Organisational agility is well 
established as one of those 
critical competencies that has 

helped organisations success-
fully adapt to a more complex 
and rapidly changing business 
environment. For high-profile 
cases, just look at what Netflix 
and Amazon have done with 
their business models over the 
last ten years.

Research has established 
that agility is also a quality 
which will future-proof or-
ganisations and employees, 
and help them to meet future 
challenges and opportunities. 

Many business writers and 
researchers such as McCann 
and Selsky have identified 
agility at organisational, team 
and individual level as the 
most common and necessary 
quality in dealing with “rapid 
and turbulent change”.

The basic and compelling 
argument is that if business 
leaders can improve an or-
ganisation’s agility and build 
it into the organisational cul-
ture, structure and processes, 
they will have gone a long 
way towards dealing with 
the ‘complexity challenge’, 

and towards preparing their 
organisation for the business 
challenges and opportuni-
ties of the future. So far, so  
good.

The problem with 
agility
While agility has been around 
for ever one way or another, 
more modern agile princi-
ples and practices to fit today’s 
context have been developing 
in areas like software design 
and product development in 
recent years. These principles 
and practices have now begun 
to spread into the wider busi-
ness world.

But there is a problem. As a 
deliberate organisation-wide 
strategy and competency, 
agility is often inconsistently 
defined and unevenly exe-
cuted.

Bill Joiner neatly captures 
the multifaceted elements 
of agility with one defini-
tion among many that exist 
out there: “Agility is acting 
with purpose and flexibility, 

collaborating with disparate 
stakeholders, developing 
creative solutions to complex 
problems, continually learn-
ing and changing”. However, 
many leaders and employees 
struggle to agree on what this 
actually means for them and 
their organisation, let alone 
how deep it should go or how 
it should be implemented and 
managed.

There can also be a healthy 
conflict or tension between 

the practical consequences 
of agile mindsets and prin-
ciples compared to the tradi-
tional command and control 
cultures and more comfort-
able ways of working of the  
past. 

McKinsey and others also 
fairly point out that you can’t 
have agility without stability, 
thus prompting the question 
among leaders of where and 
how to strike that important 
balance in their organisation.

These are some of the rea-
sons why making real prog-
ress on agility has remained 
in the “want to have but hard 
to do” category, with more 
pressing short-term challeng-
es often remaining higher up 
the priority list.

The important question is 
what does agility really mean 
and look like for your organi-
sation, your leaders and your 
employees – and how can it 
be delivered appropriately at 

organisational, team and in-
dividual level in your specific 
context and situation.

The agile leader
As well as leaders conduct-
ing a structured, high level 
and honest scan of agility for 
their organisation, one of the 
early places to start is with 
leaders themselves, helping 
them think through how agile 
they are as leaders and what 
impact this is having on the 
wider organisation.

In their book Leadership 
Agility (Jossey-Bass, 2006) 
and subsequent research, 
Joiner and Joseph define the 
natural and progressive de-
velopment stages of the “agile 
leader”.

From the tactical and 
problem-solving orientation 
of the “expert leader” to the 
more strategic and outcome 
oriented “achiever leader” 
and then the more visionary 
and facilitative/empowering 
“catalyst leader”, Joiner and 
Joseph describe the practical 
skills of progressively leading 
in a more agile way. 

This helps to clarify and 
call out typical leadership 
development stages through 
the lens and language of agile 

principles and practices. Such 
self-awareness and clarity of 
language and behaviour are 
important requirements for 
any organisation seeking to be 
more deliberate and mindful 
in developing genuine organ-
isational agility.

“Leading in a more complex 
and rapidly changing work 
landscape will remain one 
of the most important or-
ganisational, leadership and 
personal challenges into the 
future. Agility is one of the 
more compelling solutions 
to leading this future, but it 
needs some help with its defi-
nition and image!”

With input and support 
from the leading international 
experts in their fields, the IMI 
Senior Executive Programme 
sets out to support senior 
leaders in exploring and 
forging their own “next prac-
tice” in strategically leading  
their organisations, their 
employees and themselves 
through this evolving envi-
ronment.

Kevin Empey is programme 
director of the IMI Senior Execu-
tive Programme, and managing 
director of WorkMatters Con-
sulting

To thine own self be true: three 
lessons in authentic leadership

Ahenticity 
is often 
charac-
terised 
by the 
famous 
q u o ta-
tion from 

Hamlet, in which Polonius 
gives the following advice to 
Laertes:

“This above all: to thine own 
self be true.

And it must follow, as the night 
the day,

Thou canst not then be false 
to any man” – Hamlet, Act I, 
Scene III

While this might be wise 
advice to Laertes, it is not 
universally applicable to 
leadership. The simple rea-
son is that authenticity and 
authentic leadership are not 

one and the same. Unfortu-
nately, some leaders believe 
that they simply need to be 
true to themselves in order to 
be an authentic leader.

This is really only half the 
story. Simply being true to 
oneself does not recognise 
that authentic leadership is, 
at its core, a relationship with 
those around you. 

What we need to explore 
is how we should build upon 
the foundation of authentic-
ity to develop as authentic 
leaders.

The gold standard
The topic of authentic lead-
ership has been around for 
quite a while. 

It has even been referred to 
in the Harvard Business Re-
view as the “gold standard for 
leadership”. 

Without focusing too much 
on definitions, it’s generally 
agreed that authentic lead-
ers are very self-aware and 
have a strong personal value 
system. They also lead from a 
position of trust and connect 
with others at a very personal 
level. Organisationally they 
are mission-driven and adopt 
a long-term perspective.

For authentic leaders, lead-
ership is not a static ‘me and 
them’, a leader with followers. 
Rather, leadership is an ongo-
ing relationship that requires 
intent and effort. Authentic 

leadership is about authentic 
relationships. 

Building and maintaining 
these relationships requires 
more than just authenticity 
and good intent. It also re-
quires a range of emotional 
intelligence skills.

With this in mind, and as 
a means of moving beyond 
just authenticity, I’d like to 
propose three emotional in-
telligence skills that leaders 
should continuously develop 
and practise if they wish to 
grow as authentic leaders.

Developing emotional 
intelligence
1) Broaden your self-aware-
ness beyond yourself. 

Leaders need to increase 
their awareness of how others 
affect the leader’s own deci-
sion-making and emotional 
responses. 

Take time to reflect on the 
external triggers that invoke 
an emotional response. These 
might be particular people, 
situations or topics. Ask your-
self: “Are these responses 
serving me and others well?”

2) Develop more empathy. The 
key to developing greater lev-
els of empathy is to become a 
better listener. 

In addition to listening for 
facts, ask yourself, “how does 
this person feel about this?” 
Reflect back to the other per-

son what you’ve heard them 
say: this clearly says to the 
other person “I understand 
you”.

3) Increase your range of 
emotional expression. In 
other words, learn to more 
skilfully share with others 
what you are feeling as well 
as what you are thinking. 

You are doing this already 
because “your body never 
shuts up” – you are always 
communicating with your 
body language, facial expres-
sions etc. 

Being more skilful is not 
about acting or putting on a 
false image. 

The leader needs to be 

aware of how she “shows up” 
as a leader every day and how 
this impacts on others.

So, to return to our friend 
Polonius, perhaps a better 
piece of advice might have 
been:

“To thine own self, and oth-
ers, be true”

People will remember how 
you made them feel, long after 
they’ve forgotten what you 
said.
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An authentic 
leader is 
emotionally 
intelligent 
and fully 
aware of their 
relationship 
with others

People will 
remember 
how you 
made them 
feel, long 
after they’ve 
forgotten 
what you said 
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Agility has a PR problem – and it urgently needs to be fixed
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It’s been around for a while as an organisational 
competency, but the concept of agility is often 
inconsistently defined and unevenly executed

See the feedback conversation as a learning tool

What does agility really mean for your organisation?


