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Context to the nugget conversation 

David speaks about the limitations of the feedback sandwich where the detailed negative feedback 
is often sandwiched between cursory positive feedback. He speaks about a better way of delivering 
direct feedback with empathy.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): I wanted to go back to one of the things you mentioned David in the context 
of feedback. In the book you also talk about the feedback sandwich and you talk about the 
limitations of the feedback sandwich where you start with something positive, quickly tick that box 
and move to the brutal part of the brutally honest thing that you said and then close out with a 
token positive comment. Can you talk a little bit about how you have observed this and sort of the 
limitations of this kind of a shallow approach? 

David Bradford (DB): It’s not the limitations. It’s dysfunctional. Anyways. Well, first, there is research 
to show that when you do that the other person never hears the positive. They are waiting, they 
know what’s coming. So, you are wasting your time. The second thing is you are manipulating the 
other person. And it doesn’t help a relationship to feel manipulated because I am trying to loosen 
you up with this good compliment. It is also I think insulting. It says, oh you are such a fragile person, 
I have got to do this. Recently, I was doing another podcast and the person said, my father would say 
to me Joe, I have a bone to pick with you. That’s a wonderful way to start. You are laying out what 
the issue is and you are owning it, I have a bone to pick. You could say there’s something going on 
that’s bothering me, I am upset at what you are doing; I want to talk about it, or you are doing some 
stuff, which I think it is hurting you. I am being straightforward about saying there’s an issue here 
and this is the issue which I am involved with, I am bothered, I am worried, I am unhappy. And if you 
also cannot have built up stories where you have demonized the other, can you say this with the 
intention even though you are annoyed but you want to be helpful. So, this is why I keep on saying 
you can be very direct. If I say, again I am making this up, Deepak, I am really bothered on what you 
are doing and this is hurting us and I think it is hurting you. I don’t have to soften you up; I am laying 
out what it is. And then I name the behavior and I say, this is what it is doing to me, it’s closing me 
down, it’s making me feel distant from you, it’s not getting me to want to share as much as I want to 
share but we have got to deal with this. I mean, I don’t need to say oh you are really, you know, 
that’s really a very handsome set of headsets that you have got on and oh by the way I don’t have to 
do that nonsense. 

DJ: And just maybe the last, sorry… 
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DB: And let me, if I may, there is a final cost to the feedback sandwhich and that is it delegitimizes 
positive feedback. Often people don’t know the full impact of what they do well and we don’t do a 
good job of that either. We say to somebody, nice job. Well, that’s useless, it makes the other 
person feel warm and fuzzy but what was nice about that job. Again, you have to be behavioral 
specific. It is much more helpful to say, Deepak, the way you handled that meeting was really good, I 
really liked it because you answered the questions in very succinct forms. You spoke to the other 
person’s concerns, you were well organizing your presentation, whatever it is. If it is behaviorally 
specific, you are going to learn something. And what would it be like if we had organizations where 
members were committed to each other and when they saw the other person doing something well, 
without using as a feedback sandwich we go in and say, you know, I want to tell you something, you 
really did that well and I want to tell you what you did well. Everybody would learn more and we 
would have stronger relationships. 

DJ: And staying with feedback, you know, when it comes to developmental feedback, David, when 
you have to share that with your colleagues, especially if you are somebody at a position of power 
and you are talking to one of your subordinates, what have you learnt about doing it well? 

DB: Okay, I am also going to want to talk about with your boss, which you can do, but let’s stick with 
your direct report. First of all, if you are known as a leader who is concerned with the development 
of your direct reports, you are going to be a very desired leader. And we say at Stanford in this 
course, we steal the hallmark card slogan, we say, I care enough to say the very worst. I think good 
leaders look for ways they can help develop their direct reports to make them better, which may be 
to point out what they do well. They may not be fully aware of it but also where they limit 
themselves. So, I think, that if you as a leader are committed to developing your people as much as 
they are willing to be developed, the organization benefits, the direct report benefits and you 
benefit. Now, I think you could also do this with your boss. One of the things to realize with this 
three-person, three reality model is that you hold crucial information about the other person that 
they need. Others don’t know the impact of their behavior. You know what your boss does that’s 
useful, that’s helpful and what your boss does that is not so useful and not so helpful. Now, the 
question is you have got to be pretty careful about sharing that. But I don’t think you have to beat 
around the bush much. What I do and bosses walk around very frequently complaining. They say, I 
don’t know why people don’t speak up, I don’t know why people are sitting their hands in the 
meeting, I don’t know why people cannot raise issues with me. And what they are saying is, I am in 
the dark. I don’t know what’s going on. Couldn’t you say okay boss, that sounds upsetting, I don’t 
know why people are doing that, but I have got a hunch but would you like to hear? Now, your boss 
may say, hell, no and you just go quiet, but the boss might say what do you think? And then you can 
say, well, one of the reasons I think people are careful in meetings and it is why I am careful is it 
there are times in which you appear to be mad at people. It happened yesterday in the meeting 
when Simone raised this point, and this is what you said to him. And I saw him go quiet and I think I 
would have gone quiet too. Your boss is like I say, well, I think he was wrong. Yeah, that’s good, we 
need to know, we do things wrong, but I think it is the way you do it that is causing the problem you 
are worried about. Can we talk about ways you could raise it. Now, you are on the boss’ side and not 
only that you are the one direct report who is honest with your boss. As bosses walk around 
wondering what’s being kept from them and you are saying, I am not going to keep things from you. 

DJ: Fascinating. 

DB: Now that’s risky and it takes courage. But I don’t think in today’s world you get very far by 
playing it safe. 
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Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman 

DJ: Thank you for listening. For more, please visit playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Communication: Communication and story-telling is at the essence of building culture in an 
organization. Lessons from an ad-guru, mythologist, armed forces officer, motivational speaker and 
more about how one could think about narrating compelling stories. You can access the playlist 
here. 

Curiosity: "A Curious Mind” by Brian Grazer (Oscar winning Producer of movies like A Beautiful Mind 
and Apollo 13) was the inspiration behind the Play to Potential Podcast. In this playlist, Leaders 
reflect about the role of curiosity and how it has helped them in their journeys. As Alvin Toffler says, 
the Illiterate of the 21st Century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot 
learn, unlearn and relearn. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

David Bradford - Nuggets  

• 97.01 David Bradford - Markers of an "exceptional" relationship 

• 97.02 David Bradford - Healthy feedback - not crossing the net 

• 97.03 David Bradford - Idea to behavioural change 

• 97.04 David Bradford - Building an emotional vocabulary 

• 97.05 David Bradford - Deepening the trust in a relationship 

• 97.06 David Bradford - Nuances in giving good feedback 

• 97.07 David Bradford - Leaning into the messiness to move forward 

• 97.08 David Bradford - Repair and restoration of relationships 

• 97.09 David Bradford - Personality vs Behaviour - Understanding change 
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• 97.10 David Bradford - Helping kids learn interpersonal skills 

• 97.11 David Bradford - Displaying the right kind of vulnerability 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working 

with them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about 

his work here. 

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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