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How to take

feedback
seriously

Public responses to incidents are a

valuable source of feedback. While negative
feedback may cause discomfort, it is
important for policymakers to learn to
process and respond better to such views.
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Itisacommon practice these days
for people to assess orreacttoa
product theybuy, a service they
receive, or performance or activity
they took part in. Giving feedback
hasbecome very much a way oflife.

Feedbackis notrestricted to
customer service or performance
appraisal situations. It can also
referto public reactions to an
incident, expressed as evaluations,
emotions and concerns.

People may have views onan
incident, and also how they
perceive the incident was handled
orisbeing handled. Some recent
cases come tomind - such as
national servicemen training

and the HIV Registry dataleak.
Public expressions on these
matters are valuable feedback that
reflectsandreveals much. Theyare
unsolicited real-life reactions to
actual specific incidents and how
theyare handled. We hear the
reactions ininformal conversations.
We read the public comments
written in mainstream mediaand

reflective and visceral reactions.
Anoteworthy commentaryisa
recent editorial in the local Chinese
daily Lianhe Zaobao that raised
serious questions of leadership
complacency, accountability and
public trust in Government. The
commentary, together with others,
elicited aresponse from Finance
Minister Heng Swee Keat last
Saturday, published in both Lianhe
Zaobao and The Straits Times.

Mr Heng stated that the Singapore
i continue. And they may become

: more negative or positive. The

i Governmentanditsrelated

: agencieswillhave to decide how to

: respond to the evolving reactions to
: theserecentadverse incidents, and
: future ones. Will the impending

Government has not “gone slack”,
such asbecoming complacentand
failing to hold senior people
accountable when things went
wrong. Hereiterated that its leaders
“willnot flinch from taking a hard
lookat ourselves each time thereisa

} failure,and doing whatever s
: necessary toput things right”.

: SOLDIER DEATHS, DATA LEAK

: Earlier this weekin Parliament,

: Defence Minister Ng Eng Henand

i Health Minister Gan Kim Yong

: responded to questions on the

i recentsoldier training deathsand

¢ the HIV dataleak, respectively. The
: ministers provided some additional
¢ details towhat were already made

i known to the public since the news
: broke.

The critical information on how

i the training deaths of the two

i national servicemen (Liu Kailast

¢ Novemberand Aloysius Pangin

: January) occurred, and why, are

¢ currently not known. Hopefully, the
: two commiittees of inquiry will :
: provide thorough and clearanswers, :
i andsoon. :

For the HIV dataleak, we can

i expectdifferencesinviewsamong
¢ the public on the Health Ministry’s
i “judgment call”in decisions and

: actions on when and what to tell

i who, withregard to the dataleak. :
¢ The ministry’s statementsalso spark :
i debateonthesecurityof personal
deaths, the SingHealth cyber attack :
i Government. It alsoraises theissue
: of HIV and the stigmaaround it,

i whichinfluenced decisions on

: whether to inform the individuals

i affectedand the general public ofa
: dataleak.

datathe public entrusted to the

Some will continue to have

: questions onhow the event

: unfolded, the coordination among
: governmentagenciesinvolvedand
posted on social media, withamix of :
: with the two individuals in the

: centre ofthe dataleak - American
: Mikhy Farrera Brochezand

! Singaporean Ler Teck Siang.

theirinteractions and investigations

The HIV dataleakincident is still

i evolving, with fresh information to
: emerge, and possible further public
: exposure of theleaked data. Also,

:+ notall of the affected individuals

: havebeeninformed that their

: personal data was leaked.

Public reactions to the soldier
deathsand dataleakincident will

: government-publicinteractions
: make things better or worse? It is
¢ useful to take ahardlook at the
: feedbackprocessapplicable to
: previous and future exchanges.

MALADAPTIVE RESPONSES
: TONEGATIVE FEEDBACK

: Ifwe misconstrue valid negative

: feedbackand dismissitasignorant
: ormalicious, we will fail to identify
: ourmistakes to take remedial

¢ action. We will be positively

: reinforcedtoreiterate and repeat

: our maladaptive actions.

Itwill also create unnecessary

i ambivalence or distrust in the

i relationship with the feedback

: givers. We will also miss out

: potentially good ideas and solutions
: thatcanarise fromaddressing the

: issuesassociated with the negative

i feedback. The consequenceisa
! rapid spiral of negative outcomes.

The first human reaction to

i negative feedback s unpleasant

: emotionssuchasangerand

: disappointment. This is followed
i quicklyby defensive responses to
: justify ouractions orinactions.

For example, when making sense

Sometimes we are not defensive,

{ butour initially sensible response
: becomes maladaptive when

: overdone ornotwell
: communicated.

Itis true that everyone hasapart

! toplayin enhancingapositive

i climate for safety in military

¢ trainingand asocietal culture of

i non-discrimination in treatment of
! peoplewith HIV. Butif we

: overemphasise collective

¢ responsibility or highlight it when

! thecriticalissue is somethingelse,

: wewillbe perceived as attempting

i todetractor shift blame. Weendup
: giving the publicimpression thatwe :
i areactually saying “It’s your fault :
! too” or “It’s your fault”.

Another sensible response that

i cangowrongisemphasising thatno
: systemisperfect. Thereminderis  :
i appropriate ifthe negative feedback :
i stems from anunrealistic :
¢ expectation that there must be zero
i errors. But the emphasis backfires

: when the negative feedback comes
: aboutbecause of a series of similar

! orseeminglyrelated errors.

The overemphasis occurs when

¢ we fail to appreciate how public

! expectations evolve and how this

: relates tonegative public reactions.
i Itisamyth tobelieve that people

¢ expecteverything tobe perfectand
i have zerotolerance forany

* mistakes.

People form expectations partly

¢ based onwhat they have

: experiencedroutinely. When :
! unmet expectationsupset people, it :
! isoftenbecause their routine :
: standardsare frustrated - not

i because the standards did not

¢ achieveaperfectscore. Theyreact
: whenlapseshave personal

! consequences or severe outcomes
: thatthey canseeaffecting

: themselves, others or society.

Attempting to moderate public

! expectations oraddressunmet

i expectations by emphasising that
: perfectionisimpossible, or that

i humanlapses do occur, misses the
! point.

Infact, trying to do so will only

! lead to perceptions that the
i Governmentislacking in empathy,
¢ disconnected from ground
i sentiments or trying to shift the :
: blame toalleged publicirrationality. :

What seems like a sensible

i response becomes maladaptive
i whenwe say theright thing at the
! wrongtime or in the wrong way.

TAKING FEEDBACK SERIOUSLY

: Howthen torespond adaptively
: whenpeople give us negative

i feedback?Isuggest11basic

: principles.

i «Spendless time listening to :
:  peoplewho give youonly positive :
: Beclear, courageous and
everything. This creates delusion :
: feedback. Take concrete

: corrective actions responsibly,

: and with accountability. We can

i prevent many inadequacies in

: feedbackresponse and their

: unintended negative

: consequences. Adopta principled
i approach to feedback response so
¢ thatthingsbecome better —

: preventable adverse incidents will
: occurless frequently and we can

i co-create solutions to problems.

feedback or agree with you on

of positivity and maladaptive
responses to valuable negative
feedback.

Be honestly humble and seek
more feedback from those who
do not have similar background
orviews asyou. Be open to the
possibility that your view,
conclusion or position may be
mistaken.

: i« Understand that it is human to
: of our failures, we often attribute too :
: little weight to ourselves and too

i much weight to external factors

: suchasthe situationand the

i behaviours of others. Our defensive
: responses often include recounting
i the many good things we have done. i
: We end up citing many things that,
i whilegood, are irrelevant to the

! negative feedback given.

experience unpleasant emotions
when the feedback is negative,
butdon’tlet the emotions affect
your responses.

» Don’tbe defensive. Itis not

necessary to recount all the good
things - it backfires when they
areirrelevant to the core
concerns in the feedback.

Don’t be patronising. People are
notirrational and unrealistic in
their expectations. Understand
how recentincidents and related

.
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observations may have led to
unmet expectations.

Don’tjump to conclusions. Ask
people to elaborate on their
negative feedback, which may
reveal additional important
feedback or misunderstanding of
facts from the individual giving or
receiving the feedback.
Understand the emotionsand
experiences of the people
involved including those
providing the feedback. Learn to
see things from their
perspectives.

Be transparent and accountable.
Provide an honest and full
account of what actually
happened and how it happened.
Explain and justify the actual
considerations that went into the
decisions made. Hold the right
individuals responsible for their
deeds and decisions. This must be
done without fear or favour, both
actual and perceived.

Reinforce the value of integrity
and position on zero tolerance for
wrongdoings. Demonstrate with
action, and notjust give words of
assurance that there iswill to
correct mistakes and get things
right.

Be prompt in responding.
Lengthy delays and releasing
information in a piecemeal
fashion and at different times
withno clear reasons will fuel
cynicism. Preliminary statements
oraccounts may be useful, but
they should not come across as
attempts to influence
fact-finding and bias conclusions.

+ Revise and adapt your responses

inthelight of reasonable
feedback and new information
thatare credible and critical.

BECOMING BETTER

i We may say the above principles

: areobvious,and some leaders are

: already explicitly espousing one or

¢ more of these principles in public

: engagement. Yet, mostof usdon’t

: practise them enough, well enough,
: oratall. Wemay evenbe repeatedly
: actingin maladaptive ways that go

against these principles.
Advocating but not practising

i effective responses, plus repeated

! inadequacies, add to theangstand

: disappointment experienced by

: those who give feedback when they
: seethatthe feedback does not work.
: Thisis most unfortunate, especially
. whenpeopleatboth ends of the

: feedback share the common goal of
: achievingbetter performance and

: outcomesin future.

Sowe need tolearn to
self-reflect. Be honest and humble.

constructive when responding to

Aspeople continue to give

: feedback,theymaylearnhowto
: deliver it more effectively.

: Meanwhile, we need to take the
: feedbackgiven seriously.
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