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BASIC COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
FOR WORK DISCUSSIONS 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Communication is the exchange of ideas or information. It is a manager’s most powerful 
tool for getting work done. Much of a manager’s success depends on the ability to 
communicate effectively with managers, with other groups, and with the work team. 
 
 
 

COMMUNICATION TOPICS 
 
The communication unit has four major sections: 
 
1: Forms and Purposes of Work Discussion 



You will learn the forms of discussion that are most effective for accomplishing 
each of the four basic purposes of work discussions: 
 

Discussion Form Purpose 

Discovery 
 

Getting information 

Announcement 
 

Giving information 

Problem Solving 
 

Exchanging information to find 
workable solutions 

Agreement Exchanging information to reach 
mutual agreement on an issue 

 
In addition, you will learn a useful method for starting discussions, using “theme” 
and “cue” lines to establish the purpose and involve the other person in the 
discussion effectively. 
 



 
2: Fact Finding Discussion 

You will learn the basic principles and structure for conducting an effective fact-
finding discussion. 
 

3: Focus 
You will develop skills in using focus tactics to improve the relevance of 
information in a discussion – to keep it ‘on track’ and to deal with ‘hardtimes’ 
situations. 

 
4: Active Listening 

You will learn two types of communication tactics that are especially useful in 
getting the kind of information you need: 

• Priming tactics – for increasing the quantity of information you get 
• Probing tactics – for improving the quality and usefulness of the information 

you get 
 



FORMS AND PURPOSES OF WORK DISCUSSION 
 
 
Communication skills affect a manager’s success in almost every area of the work. 
Examples include the following: 
 

• Giving work assignments; 
• Communicating changes in policy or procedure; 
• Discussing work problems; 
• Establishing schedules; 
• Conducting performance evaluations, and 
• Training or coaching employees. 

 
 
The best communicators are those who have good knowledge of basic communication 
principles – and who can also adapt the general principles to fit particular situations. 
 
 

WORK DISCUSSION: Purposes and Forms 
The foundation for effective work discussion is the ability to clarify the purpose of your 
discussion, and use the discussion form that is most appropriate for that purpose. 
 
The four basic forms and purposes of work discussion are shown below: 
 

Discovery:  
Getting Information 
 
 

Announcement:  
Giving Information 
 
 
Problem-Solving:  
Finding a Solution  
 
 
Agreement: 
Reaching an Agreement



 
The discovery form of discussion is used when your purpose is to gather information. 
For example, conducting a fact-finding investigation of an accident or getting people’s 
ideas about ways to prevent future accidents would use the discovery form of 
discussion. Active listening skills are especially important in this form of discussion, to 
keep information coming and to gather the kind of information you need. 
 
The announcement form is used to make assignments or give directions. It’s also 
useful when communicating policy or when taking disciplinary action. In this discussion 
form, the manager is primarily giving information and testing for understanding. 
 
The problem solving form is used to exchange ideas about developing new and better 
ways to do work, or to find a solution to on-job problems that are affecting the work. It’s 
also the best form for giving corrective feedback. In this form of discussion, the manager 
and employee are exchanging information and an important skill for the manager is to 
keep the discussion focused on the problem. 
 
The agreement form is useful in exploring both sides of an issue. It is used in 
negotiating disputes or reaching agreement about issues raised during a project.  



MANAGING DISCUSSIONS: One Thing at a Time 
 
Many times, communication fails because too many topics are discussed at once. The 
result can be confusion that prevents reaching a clear result about any of the topics. It is 
natural to think it might save time to talk about many things in the same discussion. But 
often the time saved during the discussion is much less than the time it takes later to 
correct errors or misunderstandings or to clear up confusion. 
 
Confusion can be eliminated by keeping each discussion to a single subject. This helps 
ensures that the discussion is clear – and reduces failure to remember exactly what was 
said when people leave the discussion. Discussing information and ideas relevant to 
one task or issue is the ideal situation for effective communication. 
 
Real-world situations are often less than ideal, however – and sometimes it is 
necessary to discuss more than one subject. When this happens, it is important to 
organize and manage the discussion:  
 

• Know exactly which subject is being discussed at any one moment in the 
discussion 

 
• Know which form of work discussion is best for that subject. 
 
• Keep the discussion focused on that subject until it is completed. 
 
• Cover subjects that need to be announced before those that will require problem-

solving. 
 
 

GETTING THE DISCUSSION STARTED: Theme and Cue Lines 

Theme lines and cue lines are important for getting a discussion started well. They are 
the “openers” of the discussion. 
 

• The theme line describes the purpose and topic to be discussed.  
• The cue line invites response from the other person about that topic.  
 

The chart on the next page gives a summary of theme and cue lines. 
 



THEME AND CUE 
 
 

 
 

 
 Purpose 

 
Hints 

 
Time 

 
Theme Lines 
(usually no more than 
4 sentences) 
 

 
Set the purpose and 
limits of the discussion; 
give background, and 
relate to company goals 
and values as 
appropriate 

 
Describe the 
results desired 

 
 95% 

 
Cue Line 
(almost always one 
sentence – the last 
line) 

 
Get the other person to 
talk; to respond to 
theme 

 
Usually a question 
beginning with 
Who, What, When, 
or How 

 
 5% 

 
 
Think of the opening of a discussion as a way of establishing the "space" for the 
discussion, and a way for the other person to enter that space.  The theme lines 
create the space to be explored:  a room with walls.  The cue line invites the other 
person to enter that space:  the doorway. 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

ACTIVITY: Preparing Theme And Cue Lines 
 
 
Purpose  
To strengthen skill in using theme and cue lines to open discussions in a way that will 
help ensure that they are effective. 
 
 
Directions 
Use the forms on the following page to prepare theme and cue openings for two 
discussions that you might actually have with people in your team about the need to 
improve their work performance.  
 

Theme: the focus of the 
discussion; the ‘room’ within which 
discussion takes place 

Cue: the invitation to enter 
the discussion 



One of the openings should be for an announcement discussion for a simple work 
improvement, in which you just want to give information and be sure it is understood. 
The second opening should be for a problem-solving discussion, in which you need to 
exchange information to find a solution to a more complex work improvement need. 
 
The theme should describe:  

• the improved or desired performance 
• the current performance, making clear the difference between the two 
• the importance of the improvement, if it is not already obvious 
 

The cue should invite information from the other person. Usually, an effective cue 
should be an “open-ended” question – that is, a question that cannot be answered with 
a simple “yes” or “no.” 
 
Cue lines usually begin with one of these words: What, How, When, Why, Who 
 
Example: 

Theme Line:  “Adel, the weekly report for your project has been late for the last 
two weeks. I need reports on all projects by the end of each week to make plans 
and to prepare my own report to the manager.” 

 
 Cue Line: “What can you do to get the report in on time?” 
 



 
 
 

OUTLINE FOR A FACT-FINDING DISCUSSION 
 
WHEN TO USE IT 
Whenever you need to get information. 
 
 
CLIMATE 
Should be relaxed, and supervisor and employee should be on roughly equal footing 
 
 
OPENERS 

• Theme line states the subject to be investigated and (if appropriate or needed) 
the purpose of the investigation. 

• Cue line invites information – for example, “What can you tell me about this?” 
 
 
EXPLORATION 
Look for facts that will complete the information matrix below to get full information 
about the subject. (Sometimes not all of the matrix will be important to the investigation.) 
 
 

 Who? What? When? Where? How? 

IS relevant 
or involved 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

IS NOT 
relevant or 
involved 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 



 

OUTLINE FOR A FACT-FINDING DISCUSSION (Continued) 
 
 
CLOSING 
Write a summary of the information gathered; review it with the other party as needed to 
confirm accuracy. 
 
 
AIR TIME 
Because you are getting information, the employee should do most of the talking – 
about 70% of the time, with supervisor questions and confirmation using about 30% of 
the time. 
 
 
HELPFUL HINTS 

1. Ask open-ended questions most of the time. 
2. Test for additional information by asking questions like “what if . . .?” or “what 

else . . .?” or “what could . . .?” 
3. Summarize information at appropriate points during the discussion. 
4. Ask for specific examples. 
5. Encourage reconstruction of events – “How did it begin?” or “Then what 

happened?” 
 



 
 
 

COMMON HARDTIMES IN FACT-FINDING DISCUSSIONS 
 
 
HARDTIME 
 

POSSIBLE RESPONSE TACTICS 

Person is reluctant to talk at all Work to establish a relaxed, non-
threatening climate 
 
Begin with questions that you expect to be 
easy to answer 
 
Ask open-ended questions 
 
Wait in silence 
 
 
 
 

Information seems to be one-sided, or 
there seem to be omissions 

Use the information matrix to develop 
probing questions: “What is? What is not?” 
 
 
 
 

Information provided is clearly inaccurate 
or a falsehood 

Make careful notes and read them back; 
let the speaker know that the discussion is 
“on record.” 
 
Test – approach the same subject again 
from a different angle. 
 
Confront – tell the person that you have 
facts that contradict the information he has 
provided. 

 
 



FOCUSING ON THE PURPOSE 
 
Focus tactics are very helpful in making sure you accomplish the purpose of a work 
discussion.  These tactics are especially useful when the purpose is to get an employee 
to improve or to when you are doing fact-finding with an employee. 
 
Focus tactics influence the relevance of information. They help keep a discussion on 
track and moving toward accomplishing its purpose.  The tactics will reduce the amount 
of time spent on unnecessary information and keep it from wandering completely off the 
topic. 
 
Any type of discussion can begin to get off the subject, especially if the subject is 
complicated or emotional. It is important to use the tactics calmly and positively (try to 
expect the best) to prevent confusion or bad feelings and to restore good 
communication. 
 
 

Tactic Effect 

Recue: Simply repeat your cue line or the 
previous question when someone gets off the 
subject. 
 
This may have to be done more than once.  
 
If several repeats of the question do not get a 
response, you may need to point out that you 
have been asking several times without an 
answer.  
 
Examples 
“I see . . . now, what do you think needs to be 
done to meet our deadline?” 
 
“That’s an interesting point, and we should 
discuss it later, but right now I need to know what 
you think needs to be done to meet our deadline.” 

Serves as a reminder of the 
discussion’s purpose. 
 
Most people cannot ignore a 
question more than two or 
three times, and will not be 
offended by the repetition if it 
is done simply and politely – 
and often will not even notice 
that you are repeating. 



Tactic Effect 

Note taking: Visibly taking notes of the 
discussion when it is on track – and obviously not 
taking notes of irrelevant information. 
 
Can be a very strong focusing tactic, especially if 
you summarize the notes orally as you take them. 
 
This tactic is best used in discussions that are 
likely to cover a lot of information. It can 
emphasize the importance of the discussion. 
 
Example (said while making notes) 
“You’re saying that the main reason for the 
problems we’re having is that subcontractors 
aren’t meeting their deadlines. Which 
subcontractors?  Can you give me some dates?”  

Emphasizes for the person 
what is relevant and important 
to the discussion’s purpose 
and what is not. 
 
Often encourages people to 
add relevant information that 
they might have forgotten or 
neglected. 

List making: Listing the points someone has 
made. This can be done without notes or as part 
of note taking.  
 
Example 
“Ali, you’ve give two reasons for the problems so 
far: First, the equipment was delivered a week 
late, and second, the project manager had us 
change the location of access walks. What else 
can you tell me about the problem?” 

Emphasizes what you feel is 
relevant. 
 
Often encourages the other 
person to add items to the list. 

Parking Lot: Making a list of subjects raised by 
the other person that are not relevant to the 
discussion’s purpose, but that are important, so 
that they can be “parked” temporarily and 
discussed later. 
 
Example 
That’s a good point, and we should talk about it 
some more. Let’s set a time to do that tomorrow 
morning – at 8:30, if that will work for you. For 
now, though, I need your ideas about how to 
implement the new system.  

Lets the person know that you 
have heard the issue and plan 
to address it. 
 
Encourages them to drop the 
irrelevant subject, for now, and 
get back to the purpose of the 
discussion. 

There are some cautions to be considered in using some of the focus tactics: 
 

• Note taking tends to add a sense of importance to the discussion, so it should be 
used with care. While it may seem natural in a lengthy planning or problem-



solving discussion, it may make the other person uncomfortable in some kinds of 
discussions and reduce their willingness to provide information. 

 
• When you put important but irrelevant topics on a “Parking lot” list it is very 

important to return to them later with the person. Otherwise, people will be 
reluctant to let a subject drop in the future.  



 

ACTIVE LISTENING 
 

Research has shown that the behavior most common to successful supervisors and 
managers is this: they listen respectfully to everyone.  
 
If you listen respectfully and let the speaker know that you are listening, you are more 
likely to accomplish the purpose of a discussion. If the speaker isn’t sure whether you’re 
listening, he may lose confidence in the communication process, in himself, and in you. 
The result can be that people stop trying to communicate. 
 
There are two types of active listening tactics you’ll be learning in this section, each with 
a somewhat different purpose:   
 

• Priming tactics influence the quantity of information. They are useful to get the 
flow of information started in a discussion, or to keep information coming. While 
these tactics can be useful in any type of discussion, they are especially valuable 
in fact-finding and problem-solving discussions. 

 
• Probing tactics influence the quality of information. They are useful in making 

sure that you have complete and accurate information. For example, probing 
tactics are especially useful at any time you think you might be getting one-sided 
or distorted information.  

 
 
 



PRIMING TACTICS 
The following priming tactics help to keep a discussion going by encouraging the 
exchange of information. Priming tactics play an important role in active listening. They 
affect the quantity of information exchanged by telling the speaker, “I want to hear what 
you have to say.”   
 
 

Tactic Effect 

Tune-in: Give short verbal signals to show that 
you are listening to the speaker 
 
Examples:  
“uh-huh,”  “I see,”  “yes . . . go on” 

Helps make it clear to the speaker 
that you are listening with interest, 
and encourages the person to 
continue 

Summarizing: Give a condensed description of 
what has been said. Summarizing should not 
include making judgments or interpretations of 
what has been said. 
 
Employee: “I wasn’t able to get a price from 
Ajax on those special tiles we wanted for the 
project. The same thing happened last week 
with them, and it’s creating problems.” 
 
 
Example 1 
“You seem to be having trouble getting prices 
from Ajax.” 
Example 2 
“So far, you’ve given two instances of Ajax not 
giving prices when asked.” 
 

Shows that you have heard and 
understood what the speaker has 
been talking about.  
 
Encourages more conversation about 
the topic.  



Tactic Effect 

Paraphrasing: Give an interpretation of what 
you believe the speaker meant. A paraphrase 
does more than simply restate or describe what 
has been said. It rephrases the information in 
your words and includes the implications of 
what the speaker has said.  
 
Example 
 
Employee:  “I can’t stand it when people repeat 
things over and over.” 
 
Supervisor: “Some people here are repeating 
themselves and that makes you angry.” 
 
Employee: “No, actually it’s just Allen who does 
it. He must think I don’t know what I’m doing or 
something.” 
 
Supervisor: “So you’re feeling that Allen doesn’t 
give you credit for being able to do the work 
right.’’ 
 

Demonstrates that you are listening, 
and allows the speaker to see the 
implications of his statements to 
others. 
 
Creates an opportunity for the 
speaker to confirm those 
implications, or correct them, as 
appropriate.  

Recognizing: State that you understand what 
is being said, without necessarily agreeing with 
it.  
 
Example 
“I can see how you got the idea that we may be 
going over our budget, but I want to look into 
the matter more before I make a decision.” 
 

Shows you are listening.  
 
Although you may not agree, the 
speaker should neither feel 
discouraged from discussing it further 
– nor feel that it is necessary to 
repeat to get the point across.  
 
 

Accepting: State that understand what is being 
said – and that you approve of it.  
 
Example 
“That’s a good point. How could you make it 
work?” 

Shows you are listening, and strongly 
encourages the person to continue 
talking about this particular idea. 

   
 



ACTIVITY: Recognizing Priming Tactics 
 
Purpose 
To develop skills in recognizing priming tactics, as a foundation for using them later in 
work discussions when appropriate. 
 
 
Directions 
You will have an opportunity to hear six short segments of work discussions, each of 
which uses one of the following PRIMING tactics: 

• Tune-in 
• Summarizing 
• Paraphrasing 
• Recognizing 
• Accepting 

 
 

PROBING TACTICS 
The following probing tactics help ensure that the information you get is accurate and 
complete. The use of probing tactics often helps to reduce unnecessary information and 
get to the central point of the discussion. The tactics influence the quality of information 
you get. 

 

Tactic Effect 

Open questioning: Use ‘open’ questions to 
gather as much relevant information as possible 
before working toward a solution.  
 
Open questions require a detailed response, 
and cannot be answered with a simple “Yes” or 
‘No”. 
 
Open questions usually begin with one of the 
following words:  what – how – when – where - 
who. 
   
Examples:  
“When did it happen?”  
“What can you tell me about it?” 
“What happened after that?” 

Encourages talking, and helps to 
keep the information focused on the 
purpose of the discussion.  



Tactic Effect 

Testing: Ask the other person to consider 
possible problems with a plan and what the 
alternatives or solutions might be.   
 
Example:  
“What could go wrong if we can’t get a 
replacement for Joe by next Tuesday?” 

Increases the chance of developing a 
plan that will ensure that work gets 
done well and on time.  
“Testing” for what could go wrong, 
encourages the other person to 
recognize possible problems and 
begin thinking of other solutions. 

Confronting: Question the validity of what the 
other person has said. 
 
It is important to recognize that confronting 
should be respectful. If it is done too strongly, 
the other person may try to avoid further 
communication. 
 
Example:  
“I don’t understand how that is related to 
reducing the reporting errors. Can you explain?” 

Forces the person to defend his 
current position, to bring in new 
information, or to take a new position 
on a topic. 

Reconstruction: Ask a person to recall an 
event that led to a topic you are discussing. 
This tactic is most  useful when you are trying 
to get information about past events. 
 
Example:  
When an accident report must be filed, you 
might ask a person to reconstruct events: 
“Could you describe what happened, step by 
step?” 
 

Encourages people to provide 
complete facts as well as the correct 
timing and sequence of events. 
 
It can also provide a base for a new 
approach to a topic. Sometimes, 
when people talk through exactly 
what happened, it provides a new 
perspective on the situation. 
 

 
 



 

PROVIDING DIRECTION THROUGH 
WORK ASSIGNMENTS 

 
 

WORK ASSIGNMENT DISCUSSION 
 
The most frequent way for supervisors to provide direction is through work assignments. 
Below is an outline for a simple effective work assignment: 
 

• Establish expectations and responsibility (theme line): Give an overview of the 
assignment; describe what has to be done. 

 
• Ensure understanding (cue line): Ask for a response that shows understanding 

of the assigned task. For an easy task, or one that the person knows well, this can 
be done very simply. 

 
• Check for possible problems: A closed question is often sufficient – for 

example, “do you see any problem with this?” 
 

• Ensure commitment: Again, a closed question is sufficient – for example, “by 
noon – OK?” Make sure the staff responds with agreement to take on the task. 

 
The first two parts of this outline are often called the “theme lines” and the “cue line.”  

 

• Theme lines are used to make the purpose of the discussion clear – to help 
make sure it gets started in the right direction. 

 
Cue lines are usually questions. They are used to bring the other person into the 
discussion, and start talking about the purpose 
 
 
 
 

CORRECTIVE FEEDBACK 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Strengthening employee performance is one of the most critical parts of a 
supervisor’s job. And feedback is one of the most powerful tools a supervisor 
has for doing that. When supervisors provide feedback to employees on how to 

do their jobs better, performance can improve dramatically.  Yet many 
supervisors don’t give feedback regularly.   

 
Among the reasons supervisors give for not providing feedback often are these:  



 
• They assume employees already know how to do the work 

• They assume employees already know whether they are – or are not – 
doing a good job 

• They are concerned that an employee will get upset when given feedback. 
• They aren’t sure about how to give feedback effectively 

 

Providing feedback benefits both the employee and supervisor.  Letting the 
employee know how to change or correct performance increases the chances 
that performance will improve and the work unit will be more productive. 

 
 

GIVING FEEDBACK 
One of the hardest discussions for most supervisors or managers is giving 
corrective feedback to people. Many supervisors find it very discouraging to give 
feedback, because often it does not result in the improvement they intended. 

Sometimes people do not truly understand the feedback; sometimes they do 
not have the knowledge to make the change; sometimes they are not really 
motivated to change – and sometimes it is a combination of all three. 

 
Feedback can also be difficult for employees to get, particularly if they see it as 

criticism. 
 
There are three factors that supervisors can influence to help make feedback 

more effective – as well as more comfortable for both supervisor and employee. 
 

• Clarity: Was feedback clear enough for the employee to act on?  
 
• Usefulness: Was feedback given in a way that helps employees use it to 

make the change? 
 

• Motivation: Was feedback given in a way that contributes to an 

employee’s motivation to make the change? 
 

 



CLARITY 
Giving clear feedback is relatively easy to do. In fact, the reason that 

supervisors do not always do so is not because they don’t know how to be clear 
– it is usually because they are hurried, overloaded or distracted. The time a 

supervisor takes to pause and make sure feedback will be clear is more than 
repaid by the benefits of an employee’s improved performance.   
 

Making feedback clear to an employee means . . . 
 

• Using specific terms, so the employee understands exactly what the 

problem is – and how to correct it if it is not immediately obvious from 
the statement of the problem. 

 
• Discussing one thing at a time, so that the employee is not overwhelmed 

by information about too many topics. With an experienced employee, or 
with simple issues, it is possible to successfully discuss two or three 
topics in a single session. But if there is much more than that, it is 

almost sure to overload the employee – and something will be 
remembered incorrectly, or forgotten entirely. 

 

• Avoiding ‘mixed messages’ so that feedback for improvement does not 
lose its importance to the employee. When giving corrective feedback, 

people are often tempted to mix in praise for things the employee is doing 
well to help employees feel good about themselves. That praise is 
important, and it should be given – but not at the same time as 

correction. If someone gets praise for good work mixed with feedback for 
improvement, they may not ‘hear’ the need for improvement as strongly – 

it may seem less important than it would have if not mixed with praise. A 
better way to help employees feel good about themselves when giving 
corrective feedback is to express confidence that they can make the 

needed improvement. 
 

 
USEFULNESS 
Giving clear feedback, as described above, will go a long way toward making it 

useful. A second key factor is giving the feedback at the time that it is most 
useful. People often think they should give feedback as soon as possible after 

performance – but with corrective feedback that may be the worst time to give 
it. 
 

• Feedback for good performance – praise – should be given as soon as 
possible after the person performs. That is when the performance is fresh 

in people’s minds and the feedback is most helpful in encouraging them 
to continue. 

 



• Feedback to improve performance – correction – should be given shortly 
before the next time people are ready to perform the same task. That is 

when they can use the feedback, and that is when it will feel more like 
helpful advice than like criticism.  

Feedback for improvement that comes right after you’ve completed a task can 
be discouraging, because there is nothing you can do about it right away – and 
it may be forgotten if much time passes before you have a chance to perform 

the task again. 
 

 
MOTIVATION 
Clear and useful feedback will help make sure an employee is able to make the 

improvement needed. By paying attention to supporting an employee’s 
motivation, supervisors can help make sure the employee will want to make 

the change. There are two key factors that will help build motivation to change: 
 

1. Make sure the employee knows why it is important to make the change.  
Sometimes this is obvious, but there will be times it may not be. It is 
hard to be strongly motivated to change performance, when you don’t 

know what difference it will make to anyone. Feedback should make it 
clear how the improved performance will benefit the work unit, other 

employees, customers, and/or the company. 
 
2. Involve the employee in making plans for change, whenever it is possible. 

People are much more committed to making change when they are 
involved in decisions about how to make it than when they are simply 
told what to do. 

 
 

CORRECTION THROUGH PROBLEM-SOLVING 
Whenever the need for improvement is more than a very simple change that 
can be done immediately and easily, supervisors should consider the problem-
solving discussion to counsel with an employee about how to correct or 

improve performance. Problem-solving or counseling actively involves the 
employee in developing an improvement plan. This increases the likelihood of 
success in at least three ways: 

 
1. It will help ensure clarity. You can be sure the employee understands the 

problem and what needs to be done to improve. 
  
2. Using the counseling discussion greatly helps reduce the unpleasant 

feeling of being “criticized.” 
 



3. Employees who have been actively involved in discussing a plan for 
improvement are much more likely to have a strong commitment to 

taking action than people who are simply told what to do. 
 

The theme line(s) for a feedback counseling discussion should state the 
problem – and its importance, as needed.  
 

The cue line should invite the employee’s participation in solving the problem. 



FEEDBACK DISCUSSION: COUNSELING FOR IMPROVEMENT 

 
Purpose 

The feedback discussion is used to counsel with an employee about improving 
job performance – and can be used to discuss such things as ways to increase 
productivity or to improve a process, as well. The goal of the discussion is to 

identify and close the gap between a current performance or situation and a 
desired one.  

 
It may be used to improve “problem” performance or find ways to make 
acceptable performance even better. 

 
 
Discussion Plan 

Usually, the feedback discussion covers the following topics: 
 

 
• Agree On the Need:    Agree on the "gap," i.e., the difference 

between actual and desired performance, 

and why it is important. 
 
 

• Develop a Plan:     Discuss alternatives, and identify the most 
likely way to close the gap. 

 
 
• Establish Progress Checks: Decide how you'll measure progress and 

check on the success of the plan. 
 

• Summarize Actions and  Review and summarize to ensure mutual 
Agreements:     understanding of your decision, and the 

actions to be taken 

 
 
When the problem is simple, the discussion may take only a few minutes. 

When it is complex, two or even more separate meetings may be needed to 
actually complete the discussion. 

 



 
Feedback Discussion Outline 

 
Climate:  Open, equal, informal, neutral; sometimes intense or 

energetic, but always focused on the problem or issue. 
 
 

Opening:  Theme: Identify the problem or opportunity, and the value 
of addressing it.  Relate it to company or other 
mutual needs and benefits as appropriate. 

 
Cue:  Confirm agreement on the issue.  Ask a neutral, 

open question that invites the person to give his or 
her views. 

 

Exploration: Exchange information and ideas about how to make the 
desired improvement.  It is often useful to consider a wide 

range of ideas and alternatives before choosing a solution. 
 

Look for ways to build on what might be useful in others' 

ideas and suggestions, rather than focusing primarily on the 
flaws. 

 

 
Closure:  Summarize: Summarize what people have decided and 

agreed to do. 
 

Confirm: Check to be sure that you both have the same 

understanding, and are both committed to 
trying/carrying out the solution. 

 

Air Time:  Half: Supervisor 
Half: Other party 

  
 
 



 

MOTIVATION 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The supervisor’s job is to get work done through other people, so people’s 

willingness to work – their motivation – is very important. Building and 
maintaining employee motivation takes effort and commitment. But the 
rewards can be substantial for the company, the supervisor, and the 

employees.   
 

There are four major factors to consider in working with people to build or 
maintain motivation:  
 

• Expectations – what we say to people reflects how well we expect them 
to do. People are often motivated to do well if they feel we have high (but 
realistic) expectations of them. 

 
• Rewards and recognition – recognition and rewards for good 

performance can help motivate people to continue to perform well.  
 
• Experience in the work environment – people who have found work to 

be generally positive and rewarding in the past will be more motivated to 
perform well than those who have found it unpleasant or frustrating. 

  

• Nature of the work – people are usually motivated to do work that they 
find interesting or rewarding to perform. It is also  important for people 

to see their work efforts as being valuable.  
 
It is hard to create a work environment in which all factors are "ideal" for 

everyone, but it is important to take them all into consideration.  For example, 
the best reward and recognition system will have limited impact, if low 

expectations are set for people and they see no value in the work they do. 
 
 

EXPECTATIONS  
 
Research shows that people who have high – or low – expectations of others 
tend to communicate them, either directly or indirectly.  And, consistently, the 

result matches the expectations. People very often live up to (or down to) the 
expectations we have of them. Conveying positive expectations contributes 

heavily to creating a motivating environment, and is essential to developing 
initiative. 
 

At the work team level, this means supervisors need to show that they: 



• expect the team to succeed; 
• expect them to show the ability, commitment and energy necessary 

to make things happen; 
• have pride in the team and its results. 

SETTING POSITIVE EXPECTATIONS 
Below are some ways to set positive expectations for people and encourage 

them to do their best: 
 

• Give "information infusions." Talk to people about the job, why it’s 
important, and how it contributes to the team's success. Keep people 
aware of what's happening and make them feel knowledgeable.  

 
• Ask a little more.  Give increasingly challenging, but reasonable, 

assignments to people.  Build their abilities a step at a time.  Perhaps not 
everyone can be outstanding, but everyone can get better. 

 

• Expect the best. Set a positive and encouraging tone. Openly state 
positive expectations for performance and results. 

 

• Give frequent encouragement and development. Look for ways to 
build confidence, by noticing and complimenting efforts to improve. Look 

for opportunities to build skill through coaching or other means. 
 
• Pay attention to non-verbal signals. Notice the way you talk and act 

around the ‘best’ people, as compared to other employees. Try to make 
sure that your level of interest, friendliness and language communicate 

high expectations of everyone. 
 
At the individual level, supervisors need to look carefully at the current 

expectations they hold for each person.  Often supervisors informally think of 
people in three general categories.   
 

A, B, C EMPLOYEES 
 

A. The "best" people. These are the people who can always be counted on 
and who require little support to do things well.  These are typically the 
ones the supervisor comes to know best. 

 
B. The "OK" people. These are people who usually do the job and don’t 

cause trouble, but there is nothing outstanding about them. 

 
C. The "other" people (sometimes considered the “problem” people). These 

people are considered low performers – of limited ability or lacking in 
commitment.   

 



It is common to put people in categories like this – but as soon as we do, we 
limit them. If we expect people to perform poorly, or never do better than “OK,” 

that is the performance we will get. To get the best from people, supervisors 
need to re-think their expectations and begin with the premise that everyone is 

capable of developing to be "the best."  
 
 



ANALYZING MOTIVATIONAL PROBLEMS 
 
Motivational problems are best understood when we look at performance as 

part of a system. A simple, but useful, way to describe a performance system is 
called the “A-B-C” approach. This focuses on three key parts of performance: 
 

ANTECEDENT                         
                                                BEHAVIOR 

CONSEQUENCES 
 
Antecedents come before the behavior and include the cues, or signals, for 

someone to act. For example, a ringing sound is the signal for the behavior of 
answering a telephone; a stock inventory below a certain number is the signal 

for the behavior of ordering more supplies. 
 
Behavior is the action or activity that people perform. When looking to improve 

someone’s performance, we should focus most of our effort on the behaviors 
that have the most effect on results. Usually, about 10-20% of behaviors on the 

job account for 70-80% of the work performance results. 
 
Consequences are what happen as a result of behavior. Some consequences of 

behavior can have a strong motivating (or “de-motivating”) effect. These are 
consequences that are: 

1. Immediate  
2. Important to the performer 
3. Seen as a “payoff" – sometimes positive, sometimes negative 

 
If we suspect that the reason for less-than-desirable performance is motivation, 
the first place to look is the consequences of behavior to the performer. When 

consequences of behavior are contributing to a motivational problem, it is 
usually for one of these reasons: 

 
1. The consequences of behavior are punishing to performers in some way – 

so they are likely to avoid the behavior. 

2. There are no consequences to the performer – so the behavior does not 
seem worth doing. 

3. Other behaviors have better ‘payoffs’ – so those behaviors may be given 
higher priority. 

4. More of the behavior doesn’t increase the ‘payoff’ – so people may see no 
reason to do more than the minimum required to get a payoff. 

 

Balance of consequences   
Motivational problems often occur when there are several consequences of 
performance – some positive, and some negative. If the unpleasant 

consequences outweigh the positive, there will be a decrease in motivation. 



 

PROVIDING POSITIVE CONSEQUENCES: PRINCIPLES 
 

We have just seen one example of the power of consequences on motivation in 
the workplace. Supervisors need to look for ways both to eliminate negative 
consequences and to provide more positive consequences for performance. 

 
While there are many different ways to provide positive consequences – for 

example, praise and other forms of recognition, rewards, more interesting work 
– there are some principles that will help ensure that any type of consequence 
will have the intended effect.  

 
Since consequences are a special kind of feedback to the employee, the same 

general principles that apply to corrective feedback will also apply to positive 
consequences – or “motivational feedback.” 
 

FIT: • Positive consequences should fit the receiver’s idea of what is 
rewarding.  

 

• People should see the positive consequences of performance as 
fitting their sense of the degree of effort or value of the 

performance.  
 
 

FOCUS: • Consequences should be focused on a specific performance or 
behavior – people should know exactly what is being praised or 

recognized. 
 
• Positive consequences should not be mixed with correction. 

“Mixing messages” will almost always mean that both positive 
and negative messages will have limited effect. 

 

 
TIMING: • Positive consequences should come as soon as feasible after the 

desired behavior 
 
 

 



RECOGNITION 
 
One powerful way to provide positive consequences is through recognition.  

Recognition comes in many forms.  One of the simplest and most effective 
forms is verbal praise for a job done well or for significant improvement. 
 

Examples include: 
"I've been admiring how efficiently you handled those last two assignments." 

 
"I really appreciate your staying to make sure we met that deadline." 
 

It is important to recognize improvements in not-yet-perfect behavior.  If you 
praise only ‘outstanding’ performance and finished products, people who are 

making good progress may become discouraged along the way.  Praising 
improvement motivates people to try to achieve more.  
 

In addition to direct praise, below are some other forms of verbal recognition:  
 
Earshotting: Tell someone else within the person's hearing range about 

the good performance. "Hasan, if you want to know how to 
handle that kind of request, Aziz would be the person to ask; 

he's really good at it." (Said where Aziz can hear.) 
 
Bankshotting: This is "bouncing" praise.  Get someone else to tell the 

person that they admire his or her performance. "Ibrahim, 
Sharif was the one who got the information on this order.  

Why don't you let him know you think it's a good job?" 
 
Also effective, but used less frequently, are formal and public recognition, 

offering a desirable work assignment, presenting a special award/event. 
 

Focusing Recognition  
Focus means making a clear connection between recognition and performance.  

This includes being specific about the performance you're recognizing and 
avoiding confusion by keeping praise separate from criticism. 

 
Here are some examples: 
 

1. Be Direct and Specific 
 

Poor:  "Pretty good for your first unit report." 

 
Better: "Good job on your first unit report, Abdullah.  I especially 

like the way you tied it all together in the summary.  I think 
that helped clarify the main points for everyone." 



 



2. Avoid Mixed Messages 
 

Poor: "Waleed, your report's good.  But why don't you take a look 
at Khalid's?   He's got some good ways of illustrating his 

points." 
 
 

Better: "Waleed, your report looks great.  It's clear and concise."  
(You can make suggestions for improvement later, when 
Waleed and Khalid are getting ready to do the next reports.) 

 
 

Timing Recognition 
To have the best effect, recognition should . . . 

 occur soon after performance; 
 occur often enough to encourage continued good performance. 

 
The sooner you recognize someone, the greater the effect.  If you delay, it may 
seem less important.  People may wonder why it took so long to say something 

about the work if you really thought it was good.  In addition, the longer you 
wait, the more likely you are to forget. 

 
Sometimes, of course, a delay is necessary; for example, you can't praise 
someone for a clearly written report until you've had a chance to read it and 

see that it is clearly written. 
 

Deciding how soon to provide recognition is easy; if at all possible, you provide 
it as soon as you know the work is good.  Deciding how often is not so simple.  
Some people need recognition more often than others and some kinds of 

performance deserve recognition more often than others.  Here are two rules 
that may help: 
 

1. If the work is difficult, or new to the person, provide recognition more 
often. 

 
2. If the person is doing good work, but seems to lack confidence, provide it 

more often. 

 
When in doubt, remember that most people feel they do not get enough 
recognition for what they do. 

 



ACTIVITY: Providing Recognition 
 
Purpose 
To practice providing different types of recognition 

 
Directions 
The following performances deserve some recognition.  After the description of 

each performance, you are given a direction for what type of recognition to 
provide to the performer. Note that not all of these performances are ‘perfect’ 

yet.   
 
Write, in the space that follows, what you would say to the performer to provide 

motivational feedback in the form suggested. 
 
1. Mohammed has just finished preparing a 55 page report for the goal-

setting committee.  The manuscript is clean and ready for photocopying.  
The charts are beautiful.  But he has forgotten to make a cover page for 

the report. 
 
 What could you say to praise Mohammed? 

 
 

2. You’ve just noticed that the local newspaper wrote about Bassam, one of 
your employees, concerning his leadership in the local charity drive.   
You assigned Bassam to work on your organization’s committee to 

support the charity because he does good work. 
 

How could you arrange to ‘earshot’ Bassam? What could you say? 

 
 

 
3. Nobody hates doing expense vouchers more than Hasan – he always 

avoids doing his until you get a call from the controller’s office telling you 

about the need to do something about it.  As you pass by Hasan, you see 
him check his wallet, pull out some old receipts he finds there, and toss 

them into a little box where there are more receipts. 
 

What could you say to praise Hasan? 

 
 

4. Abdullah was late to work this morning, but the work he has been doing 

all week on the special assignment you gave him has just been completed 
– a half-day early and without need of correction. 

 
 Choose a way to recognize Abdullah. What could you say? 



 
 

 
 

INCENTIVES AND REWARDS 
Fitting incentives to the person and the performance can be a bit more difficult 

than fitting praise. How do you know what a person will consider to be an 
incentive? For one person, it might be an opportunity to work overtime to get 

extra money. For another,  
 
Deciding what might be an incentive for a person 

One way is to ask this question: What would the person be likely to do if given 
a fifteen minute work break? 

 
Whatever the person would do is called a preferred activity.  If you know a 
person’s preferred activity, you have identified one kind of incentive for that 

person.  
 

The next step is to find a way to give the performer a chance to do that 
preferred activity after completing a work task of the desired activity.  This 
approach to providing incentives is called the Premack Principle, named after 

the man who made it famous, and is stated as follows: 
 

Provide opportunities to do a preferred activity 
after successful completion of the desired behavior or task. 

 

Don’t be fooled by the apparent simplicity of this method – it can be extremely 
effective, both because it is very individualized and because it can provide extra 
variety and interest. 

 
Be prepared for some unusual decisions – preferred activities are not always 

seen as appropriate incentives by organizations.  Instead of using them as 
incentives, organizations have sometimes spent enormous amounts of money 
and energy trying to keep people from doing them.  The organization has a 

tradition of seeing preferred activities as a competitor for employee’s time. 
 

Preferred Job Activities:  Although the best source of preferred activities is to 
consider what someone would do on a break (or perhaps after work), don’t 
neglect the job itself. Often, people find some part of their work much more 

interesting and enjoyable than others – or would be very interested in doing 
work that is not usually part of their job. 
 



CREATING A MENU OF REWARDS 
 
It is helpful to have a wide variety of possible rewards available to you. The 

checklist which follows is not meant to be complete, nor is it a list of rewards 
people necessarily should use – it is meant to help supervisors expand their 
thinking about possible rewards. Some may not be possible or appropriate in 

your workplace. 
 

One way to use this checklist is to: 
1. Get an individual employee in mind 
2. Review what you know about the person – what work they prefer, the 

way they like to work, any interests you know about 
3. Sit down and make a list of all the rewards you could possibly offer to 

the person, using the list for ideas 
4. Decide which of the rewards you think would be most appreciated by 

that particular employee. 

5. Decide which would be most feasible in terms of your resources 
(including your time and energy) and what is possible and appropriate 
within your workplace.  

6. Check your understanding by offering the reward for some job well 
done or by discussing your selections with the employee and making 

an informal contract. 
  

CHECKLIST OF REWARDS 
 



 Recognition 
 
 praise 
 awards 
 certification of 

accomplishment 
 formal public 

acknowledgment 
(e.g., testimonial, 
plaque) 

 letter of appreciation 
 publicity (e.g., note 

in company 
newsletter; 
`employee of the 
month' posting) 

 selection to 
represent the group 
at meetings 

 

  Job Tasks 
 
 assignment of new 

duties 
 more complete job 

("see it through to 
the end") 

 relief from aversive 
duties 

 increased time in 
preferred duties 

 frequent changes of 
duties 

 choice of preferred 
work partners 

 approval of job-
related requests 

 rapid follow-up by 
boss on job-related 
issues 

 opportunity for ad-
vanced training 

  Job 
Responsibilities 
 
 opportunity for more 

self-management 
 more power to make 

decisions, 
implement 

 more frequent  
participation in 
decision-making 

 more frequent 
requests to provide 
input to decisions 

 opportunity to select 
own goals or tasks 

 opportunity to 
schedule time, set 
own priorities 

 increased access to 
information 

 
 

 

CHECKLIST OF REWARDS (Continued) 
 
 

 Tangible Rewards 
 
 cash bonuses 
 commissions 

 profit sharing 
 piece-work pay 
 merit increases 
 prizes 
 lunch on the company 
 company donation to 

charity in 
employee's name 

 increased benefits (e.g., 
life insurance, use of 
company car) 

 paid trips to profes-
sional meetings 

  Status Indicators 
 
 larger work area 
 promotion 

 new title 
 more private office 
 supervise more people 

or functions 
 more, newer, better 

equipment 
 symbols (window, car-

pet, plans, nameplate, 
etc.) 

 invitations to "high-
level" meetings 

 placed in special cate-
gory (e.g., tenured) 

  Knowledge of Results 
 
 graphs of progress 
 knowledge of effects of 

performance (e.g., in 
accomplishing group 
goals, solving problem, 
helpfulness to others) 

 knowledge of work 
quality 

 receiving "fan mail" 
(e.g., customer compli-
ments) 

 knowledge of eventual 
results of output ("big 
picture") 

     
 



 Personal Activities 
 
 
 taking longer lunch 

times or breaks, or 
additional breaks 

 leaving work early 
 time off, with or 

without pay 
 privileges (e.g., oppor-

tunity to travel, re-

served parking) 
 opportunity to engage 

in "creative" activities 
(e.g., work on inven-
tions or publications) 

 

   
 

  Relief From Aversive 
 Situations 
 
 exempt from time 

clocks 
 exempt from selected 

control procedures 
 exempt from close 

supervision 
 relief from threat of 

dismissal, loss of pay, 

or probationary status 
 better lighting 
 move to less noisy 

location 
 transfer from non-pre-

ferred work group 
 move to warmer (or 

cooler) work area 
 move closer to "com-

fort" facilities (e.g., 
coffee pot, cafeteria, 
supply room, rest 
rooms) 

 



 

ACTIVITY: Non-Monetary Rewards 
 
Purpose 

To identify potential real-world rewards to encourage performance in the 
workplace. 
 

Directions 
Working in teams, list as many rewards as you can that do not involve money, 

and that are possible to use in your workplace. 



PAST HISTORY AND EXPERIENCE 
 
An important factor in people’s motivation to work is their past history with 
work in general – the way they feel they have been treated in the workplace. For 

example, people who feel they have been treated unfairly at work may become 
suspicious or skeptical about statements by people in positions of authority.  
People whose managers and supervisors have been over-controlling may tend 

to wait around until they are told what to do. People who have a history of 
successful, rewarding work experiences may be willing to continue to work 

hard and perform well even during times when rewards and recognition are 
limited. 
 

Experiences like this, over a period of time, can influence people’s general 
motivation to invest energy and effort in their work.  
 

ENERGY INVESTMENT: Influence of Past History on Motivation 
In 1987 Claude Lineberry proposed a useful approach for looking at motivational 
history, called the Energy Investment model. This model describes an employee’s 

approach to work in terms of two factors: 
1. Attitude regarding the activity or task 
2. Willingness to expend energy on the activity or tasks 

 
These factors depend strongly on an individual’s previous experience in the work 
environment – how the person has been treated on the job by management, co-

workers and company policies. 
 

 Absentees (negative attitude – low energy) People in this group may be 

physically present at work, but are so uninvolved that they seem almost 

absent. They are just “doing their jobs” and nothing more. They may have a 
past history of being punished for mistakes, ridiculed for suggestions, or 

micromanaged. When change is introduced to the organization, they are likely 
to do as little as possible, hoping it will go away, and may even try to quietly 
undermine it. 

 

 Spectators (positive attitude - low energy) People in this group often speak 

positively of their jobs and the organization – but seldom make extra effort or 
take action that involves doing something new or different unless they are 

sure it is ‘safe.’ They have a past history that has made them risk averse – 
sometimes not from direct experience, but from seeing (or hearing about) 
others who have been punished for making mistakes or taking risks. When 

change is introduced to the organization, they may verbally endorse it, but 
wait and see what happens before taking action to support it themselves. 

 

 Cynics (negative attitude – high energy) People in this group often spend a 

good deal of energy in complaining about their jobs, management, or policies. 



Often, they are very competent performers, but feel frustrated. They may have 
a history of feeling that promises at work have not been kept, or that policies 

have prevented them from working effectively. When change is introduced to 
the organization, people in this group are likely to invest as much energy in 

identifying why the change won’t work or predicting failure as in taking action 
to make it work. 

 

 Doers (positive attitude – high energy) People in this group demonstrate a 

positive attitude towards their jobs and the organization, and actively invest 

considerable energy – not just in doing things well, but in making things 
better. These are the people who believe they can make a difference in the 

organization – and who often do. They may be quite realistic about 
organizational problems, but they also have a positive view of the 
organization’s ability to improve. When change is introduced, they are the 

most likely group to support it both verbally and through action. 
 
 

USING THE ENERGY INVESTMENT MODEL  
The purpose of the model is NOT to label people or to create a personality 
profiling system. It offers a way of thinking about how people approach their 

work, based on past experience, as a foundation for finding ways to move more 
and more people into the “doer” approach to work. In fact, all of us may find 
ourselves – at least occasionally – in any one of the groups. Even the strongest 

Doers in an organization may occasionally find themselves being cynical, or 
taking on a spectator role, or even briefly acting as though they are among the 
absentees. The key issue for an individual is where he or she spends most of the 

time. The key issue for the organization is what leaders and supervisors are 

doing to ensure that people are encouraged and enabled to spend most of their 
time as Doers – and what they are doing to eliminate things that may create 
“non-Doers.” 

 
No organization recruits or hires spectators, cynics, or absentees; they are all 

looking for doers. And almost everyone takes a job intending to be a doer – most 
start out feeling good about the organization and intending to succeed. Despite 

this, a surprising number of organizations find themselves populated by a high 
percentage of employees who spend much of the time as spectators, cynics or 
absentees.  

 


