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The work of Kegan & Lahey 









From the language of 
prizes and praise  
to the language of 

ongoing regard 











Be direct 

Instead of “I just want to mention that Janet did a great job 
on that report”  

Try “Janet, I want to acknowledge your work on that 
report”. 





Good stuff 
chairing that 

meeting 
today Hal. 

I was hoping 
everyone would enjoy 
that icebreaker I tried. 
It was worth the time 

we spent on it! 

Aside from that 
weird icebreaker, 
we got a lot done. 
Maybe next time 
we can skip the 

warm fuzzies and 
get to it. 



Be specific 
“Tim, you’re a great leader.” 

Okay, so you think Tim is a great leader. 
 Why? What makes a leader great? 
 What is it Tim is or isn’t doing that leads you to believe he’s 

a great leader? 
 What do you value about leadership, based on the specifics 

you have identified? 
 

Shares your experience of the speaker.  

Also helps you learn what is valuable to you. 
 

 





Thanks Tina! You’re 
so generous! 

Oh, no I’m 
not! But 
thanks Jim. 

Generous? I’m still 
holding a grudge that 
you haven’t paid me 
back the $1.27 you 
owe me, buddy! 



Thanks Alan! You’re 
so generous! 

Alan, I appreciate 
the way you took 

time to fill me in on 
what I missed at 
that meeting. It 

made a real 
difference to me. 





From the language of 
constructive criticism 
to the language of 

deconstructive criticism 





An engineer presented a plan for developing new software to 
the vice president of his high-tech company. With his team, the 

engineer waited expectantly, hoping for praise and 
encouragement; the plan was the result of months of work. 

 
But the reaction from the vice president was harsh: “These 

specifications are ridiculous,” he said. “They haven’t a chance 
of getting past my desk.”  

 
Then, his voice thick with sarcasm, he added, “How long have 

you been out of graduate school?” 



Destructive 
Vague: Offers no specifics, but makes 
a blanket condemnation, such as, “That 
was a lousy job.” 

Blames the person: Attributes the 
problem to personality or some other 
unchangeable trait. 

Threatening: Makes the person feel 
attacked, such as, “Next time, you’re 
through.” 

Pessimistic: Offers no hope for 
change or suggestion for doing better. 



Destructive Constructive 
Vague: Offers no specifics, but makes 
a blanket condemnation, such as, “That 
was a lousy job.” 

Specific: The manager says exactly 
what the person is doing wrong, such 
as, “This is what I like and why.” 

Blames the person: Attributes the 
problem to personality or some other 
unchangeable trait. 

Supportive: Gives the sense that the 
criticism is meant to help the person do 
better. 

Threatening: Makes the person feel 
attacked, such as, “Next time, you’re 
through.” 

Problem solving: Suggests a solution 
or offers to help to find a way to 
improve things. 

Pessimistic: Offers no hope for 
change or suggestion for doing better. 

Timely: Gives the message soon after 
the problem occurs. 

Source: Weisinger, H. The Critical Edge: How to Criticize Up and Down Your Organization and Make It 
Pay Off. (1990). 



Destructive Constructive Deconstructive 
Vague: Offers no 
specifics, but makes a 
blanket condemnation, 
such as, “That was a 
lousy job.” 

Specific: The manager 
says exactly what the 
person is doing wrong, 
such as, “This is what I 
like and why.” 

Blames the person: 
Attributes the problem to 
personality or some 
other unchangeable trait. 

Supportive: Gives the 
sense that the criticism is 
meant to help the person 
do better. 

Threatening: Makes the 
person feel attacked, 
such as, “Next time, 
you’re through.” 

Problem solving: 
Suggests a solution or 
offers to help to find a 
way to improve things. 

Pessimistic: Offers no 
hope for change or 
suggestion for doing 
better. 

Timely: Gives the 
message soon after the 
problem occurs. 



Big Assumptions R 
I 
G 
H 
T W 

R 
O 
N 
G 

Goal: Fix them, but be nice 







Who are you? 

Where’s your ID? 

How do I know 
you’re really from 

the food bank? 



And this was me, hiding in the bedroom 



My instinctive approach 

“Uh honey…I heard you talking to the 
volunteers.  

I don’t think you should really have 
interrogated them like that.  

I mean, the beans were No Name for 
crying out loud.  

Let’s not do that again next year, okay?” 



But I was curious… 





 
 

My perspective: 
The act of giving involves making the donation. Once I’ve put 
the canned goods in the bag, I’ve essentially donated. I don’t 

really care what happens to it after that. 
 
 

Dennis’ perspective: 
The act of giving involves making sure the donation is received. 
It has to go to the people who need it for me to feel that I’ve 

donated.  



Comparing & contrasting 
Destructive Constructive Deconstructive 

My 
goals 

• Get you to do the right 
thing, avoid the wrong 
thing (as defined by 
me) 

• Sometimes shame you 

• Get you to do the right 
thing, avoid the wrong 
thing (as defined by 
me) 

• Maintain good 
relationship with you 

• See how you’re thinking 
• Establish a context for 

learning and change 
• Strengthen our ability to 

talk about difficult topics 

I think • I know the answers 
• I have to get you to 

see it my way 
• Blame/shame is helpful 

in the long run 

• I have the answer but I 
want you to discover it 
so you feel good 

• I don’t want to hurt your 
feelings or avoid the 
feedback 

• Adult learners will change 
when they choose! 

• Everyone is intelligent, 
capable, cares about 
doing their best and wants 
to improve. 

How I 
do this 

• Blaming or sarcastic 
tone 

• State the judgement 
and solution 

• Withhold my judgement 
• Try to lead you to a 

solution but won’t tell 
you what I think 

• Use a kind tone 

• Start with curiosity 
• Share my perspective 
• Figure out next steps based 

on what we learn together 



A Few Good Deconstructive Starter Questions 

‘sup? 
How was it 

for you? 
Tell me how 
you see it. 

Walk me 
through your 

thinking. 

What’s your 
take on that? 

What was going 
on for you then? 

Can you talk 
about that? 

Can you 
explain that 

more? 

Your 
thoughts? 

What were you trying to 
accomplish? 

How did you 
approach this? 

Tell me more 
about that. 

What were you 
thinking? 









From the language of 
policies and rules 
to the language of  
public agreement 



Can you believe Ann Marie today? From one meeting to the 
next, I never know who she’s going to set up and throw under 

the bus. Did you see the way she just ran over Hal? She just says 
these incredibly destructive things. I couldn’t believe the way she 

cut you off this morning. That must burn you, hey? 



Your options 

1. The double down. “I know! She’s the worst. Did 
you hear what she did in that meeting with 
Suze? Unbelievable! 

2. The dodge. “Oh, yeah. Uh…hey did you watch 
the game last night? Did you see that ludicrous 
display?” 

3. The admonish. “You know, I’m not comfortable 
with that kind of talk. If you have a problem 
with Ann Marie, I think you should talk to her 
about it directly.” 





Rules and Policies Public Agreement 

Little or no discussion of the meaning 

of the rules and policies, no 

experience of owning them or 

assenting to them. Different 

interpretations across the 

organization. 

Shared understanding of their 

meaning and experience of co-

owning them and assenting to them. 

Frequently discussed only after 

there is a violation. 

Corrective in nature. 

Discussed and created before 

violation to establish a shared 

understanding. 

Educational in nature. 

Violations are ignored or treated 

privately. 

Violations are treated publicly as a 

resource for personal and 

organizational learning. 

Compare and contrast 



It sounds like Ann Marie has really upset you. You know, we’ve all agreed 
that we’d like to have these conversations with each other. Can you help 

me understand why you’re not discussing this with Ann Marie? 



Public Agreements 

Start by asking the question: What 
agreements are shared among 
all of you? 

 

Look for skunkworks – start there. 
Skunkworks are ongoing, 
recurring problems in the life of 
the group or organization.  
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