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Abstract 

In partnership with Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre (Cornerstone), the question 

explored in this thesis was, “How might the development of dynamic feedback mechanisms 

cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in the work culture of Cornerstone?”. A cycle of 

action research was completed, using methods of inquiry that aligned with a specific action 

research model, and an appreciative inquiry approach stimulated dialogue and critical thinking 

through a collaborative process. Methods of research used in the project were conducted virtually 

and adhered to Royal Roads University’s Ethics Policy. Fourteen Cornerstone staff engaged in 

the two-phased inquiry through small group sessions and individual interviews. Discussions led 

to reflective and insightful understanding as participants addressed the complexities of how best 

to give and receive feedback throughout the levels of organization and co-create lasting change 

in their culture. I used inductive and deductive analyses and applied values coding to the data. 

Five themes emerged from the data which reflected two key areas about giving and receiving 

feedback – impacts on the processes in learning organizations and the interconnected behaviours 

that influence the functioning of feedback mechanisms. The conclusions and subsequent 

recommendations offered actions that Cornerstone could undertake to strengthen connectivity 

between staff through dynamic feedback mechanisms. 
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Executive Summary 

This research project set out to explore the primary question, “How might the 

development of dynamic feedback mechanisms cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity 

in the work culture of the Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre?”. In partnership with 

Cornerstone’s executive director (ED), managers, and staff, we worked to discover how 

feedback mechanisms can progress self-awareness, broaden an understanding of complex 

conversations, and build connectivity across an organization.  The project was conceptualized 

through the ED’s desire to cultivate a learning culture by supporting staff to develop their 

awareness, confidence, and ability to engage in feedback conversations. A cycle of action 

research was completed that considered the Action Research Engagement (ARE) model (Rowe 

et al., 2013) with an appreciative inquiry stance. The participants of the project contributed the 

data that formed the scope of ideas for the changes they wanted in their work culture. An 

inductive and deductive qualitative analysis was used to examine the data upon completion of 

small group and interview engagements of the two-phased research framework and transcribed 

audio was subjected to values coding before deriving themes.  

The following five themes emerged from the data analysis: how participants have 

understood and experienced the giving and receiving of feedback, the role of feedback in 

fostering or challenging psychological safety, how emotional regulation influences self-

awareness and ongoing approaches to feedback, consideration of interpersonal connectivity as a 

means to normalizing feedback practices, and how intentional construction and nurturing of 

feedback mechanisms impact confidence and competency. Building on the academic knowledge 

of learning organizations and human behaviour related to feedback, a literature review provided 

a general basis of knowledge for which the findings and themes further enlightened. The Themes 
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were viewed through the lens of the research questions, the literature, and an action researcher 

perspective to arrive at three interrelated conclusions: the reciprocal relationship between giving 

and receiving feedback provides a framework for learning and improves self-awareness; a 

willingness to intentionally engage in feedback conversations strengthens connectivity between 

staff; and developing a feedback culture is complementary to building a learning culture. Each 

conclusion ultimately informed recommendations that suggest implementing dynamic feedback 

mechanisms could translate to improved collaboration, inclusivity, and self-awareness through 

intentional and ongoing practice with feedback conversations. The recommendations I offer are 

to: 

• Engage:  staff should explore feedback conversations for their own improved self-

awareness and to cultivate a learning organization for future staff to follow. 

• Practice: Cornerstone should adopt dynamic feedback practices into the organization 

that are open and include all directions (downward, laterally, and upward). 

• Build: leadership should use guiding principles rooted in the data of this thesis, to 

build an integrated system where knowledge and experience with feedback are 

embedding into existing onboarding and staff development practices.  

These recommendations are designed to be actioned by the staff at Cornerstone should 

they choose to, following this thesis. In a final discussion with the ED, where I shared the 

findings and recommendations, she expressed great enthusiasm for the opportunity to support the 

staff and managers in actioning change. She shared that the staff would like to gather in-person, 

once pandemic restrictions are lifted (late spring, early summer 2022), where all participants can 

share their ideas on how to make changes happen. 
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I believe this thesis contributes to knowledge about how feedback mechanisms in work 

cultures can be improved. By identifying current practises in giving and receiving feedback, and 

aspirations for change, the data provide insight into the way staff at all levels in an organisation 

can develop and cultivate dynamic methods for feedback that are sustainable. The findings 

support the literature on the impact feedback can have on the development of trust, collaboration, 

and psychological safety in an organisation and how a commitment to sharing knowledge and 

modelling learning from feedback can influence positive change in behaviours at all employee 

levels.  
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

Feedback is information. We receive and give feedback in different ways throughout our 

daily lives. From the feeling we get when walking in new shoes, to hearing that we didn’t 

complete a task properly, feedback informs how we choose to respond. In this way, feedback can 

serve as a conduit for the continuous exploration of self. We typically consider feedback as 

positive or negative. If positive, the information we receive or give, can amplify growth or 

change. If negative, growth is slowed, or the change is weakened. When considering feedback 

conversations, humans tend to receive or give feedback based on how well they can manage 

emotions, expectations, and past experiences with feedback (Stone & Heen, 2014). In work 

cultures research has shown how significant feedback mechanisms can impact the health and 

functioning of the organization (Grant, 2021). As Senge (2006) offered, organizations are 

systems of people and processes, and the relationships that are formed or hindered through 

feedback can become a prevailing characteristic of the system. Similarly, the direction of the 

feedback also matters. Whether delivered or received downward – leader to follower, or laterally 

– colleague to colleague, feedback behaviour effects how it feels to work in an organization and 

even how motivated or inspired one is by the work they do (Coutifaris & Grant, 2021).  

Most feedback mechanisms in a work context are familiar to those working in 

organizations and can be found embedded into daily informal exchanges or more formal 

processes, such as performance reviews. In a positive feedback experience, both pathways are 

dependent on individuals modelling trust, vulnerability, and great listening skills. Alternatively, 

when giving or receiving feedback content that is negative, sometimes the effects of those 

conversations can last a long time and become embedded in an individual’s behaviour in future 

feedback conversations. All of these elements of feedback are what led to the idea for this thesis 
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and ultimately the engagement with Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre. 

Specifically, a particularly interesting conversation with the leader of the organization where she 

shared, as many scholars have found, developing effective and meaningful feedback mechanisms 

in an organization is really challenging to do well (Coutifaris & Grant, 2021; Stone & Heen, 

2014; Seashore et al., 2013). Edmondson (2019) argued that leaders have a responsibility to care 

for their staff and create safe and ideally, motivating environments to work in. This means that 

they need to consider how growth and development will be translated, not just through 

experience but through relationships. To create trust and collaboration in those relationships, a 

leader needs to understand and value how feedback mechanisms are constructed and function in 

their organization (Qian, Liu, & Chen, 2020).  

This research project provided the leader of Cornerstone with an opportunity to support 

staff in addressing the complexities of feedback behaviour. Through a cycle of action research, 

staff engaged in reflective discussions that led to insightful understanding of how best to give 

and receive feedback throughout the levels of the organization and to co-create lasting change in 

a culture’s practices. As an educator and leader myself, I have a vested interest in understanding 

how feedback mechanisms can develop and inhibit growth. Supporting others on their journey to 

finding their potential is the driving force behind why I teach and lead others, and I know 

understanding feedback behaviour is integral to this work. Having an opportunity to learn and 

grow with the leader and staff at Cornerstone through this research project has been an incredibly 

humbling and inspiring process. 

In the following section, you will learn how Cornerstone came to be the primary 

stakeholder involved in the inquiry, the questions this project sought to address, and how the 

project was framed. 
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Opportunity & Significance of the Inquiry 

My relationship with Cornerstone began in early December 2020 when I had the 

opportunity to have a conversation with the Executive Director (ED) of the organization. In our 

discussion, I learned of her interest to improve and develop the ways staff engage in feedback 

conversations (N. Johnston, personal communication, December 9, 2020)1. She aspired to have 

staff building connections with each other that were authentic and generative – where feedback 

conversations (positive or negative) were normalized in the work culture. Believing that strong 

feedback mechanisms would promote team cohesion, increase innovative thinking, and build 

internal capacity for managing conflict, she was keen to support the staff in improving their 

feedback practices. She explained how the current mental models around giving and receiving 

feedback appeared to be having an impact on communication and trust throughout the 

Cornerstone system. She shared that while all staff have a strong commitment to helping and 

supporting others, she wondered if those same characteristics may also be preventing staff from 

having difficult conversations with each other, which in turn might also be impacting 

communication and trust. She recognized these collective experiences with feedback as well as 

the individual comfort level with feedback conversations, was not unique to Cornerstone. 

However, as a leader, she was struggling to create change in these behaviours, despite the many 

efforts to facilitate a learning culture and support professional development of the managers.  

After sharing my curiosity about feedback and creating change using a systems-thinking 

approach, we discussed a potential partnering through research. From there the idea grew to 

complete an action research project with the aim to identify ways to improve connectivity and 

                                                 

1 *Permission from the original speaker received for all “personal communications”. 
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inclusivity through the development of feedback mechanisms that were dynamic and sustainable 

throughout the Cornerstone system (culture).  

In those preliminary discussions with Cornerstone’s ED, the opportunity for this research 

appeared significant as it offered staff a chance to have open and intentional dialogue about 

feedback. They could discuss and share perspectives on what works, what doesn’t, and what 

could be improved for the benefit of all who work at the organization. The ED and I agreed that 

such a project could provide staff with the space and time to collaborate and co-create potentially 

lasting change, where feedback conversations served as opportunities for growth, and not 

experiences to avoid. To illustrate the current state and possible benefits of the research project 

for Cornerstone’s culture, I designed a concept systems map which can be found in Appendix A. 

From my perspective, this research project and thesis provided me an opportunity to 

really lean into my curiosity about feedback and look at its relationship to organizational change 

through a systems-thinking lens. Through my own personal and professional experience as a 

mom, friend, athlete, coach, educator, and leader I have been fascinated by the growth and 

discomfort I have experienced through feedback conversations. As such, I entered this process 

with the goal to advance my personal and professional knowledge of feedback and systems 

thinking, and potentially open new doors of inquiry through my thesis. By the end of the process 

I had become humbled by the vulnerability and courage of the Cornerstone staff. I became even 

more inspired to continue exploring feedback by inviting more conversations in all facets of my 

personal and professional life. 

Organizational Context 

Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre (Cornerstone) is a small non-profit 

organization whose mission is to “break the cycle of family violence by providing immediate 
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shelter, counselling, and prevention services to women, children, and youth”. The staff have 

diverse experience, knowledge, and expertise that encompass a deep understanding of 

vulnerability and victimization of women. Through trauma-informed practices, the staff support 

women to rebuild their strength and resilience. The organization follows a hierarchical structure 

with funding bodies, a volunteer board of directors, and board committees at the overarching 

guidance level. The Board’s employee is the Executive Director (ED), who leads all operations 

including staff and strategic directives. The staff include six Managers who lead program and 

operational departments, and approximately twenty Staff who work in the departments of 

residential and community counselling services, operations, and administration. The Cornerstone 

Organizational/Accountabilities Chart can be found in Appendix B. For this project I 

collaborated with Cornerstone as an external partner. I conducted research with the ED, 

managers, and all other levels of staff. I did not work directly with the clients of the centre, nor 

did I work with volunteers or board members. The research did not examine specific 

administrative or financial operations of the organization. 

Systems Analysis  

Applying systems thinking. When considering how an understanding of systems and 

more importantly systems thinking could benefit the research participants as they pursued lasting 

change, I turned to the work of numerous scholars. Beginning with Meadows (1999; 2008), who 

explained that systems thinking can expand comfort and engagement with change and cultivate a 

desire to collaboratively find solutions. Building on this, Ison (2008) offered the perspective that 

when systems thinking is applied in action research, communication is strengthened, 

collaborative techniques develop, and a capacity for inquiry is increased. Furthermore, by 

embedding systems thinking into the framework of the Cornerstone research project, participants 
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have the opportunity to see the interrelationships and patterns of behaviour that might be 

contributing to the problem. This in turn, could shift mindsets from seeing only the parts to 

seeing the whole and result in staff, managers, and the ED identifying ways to collectively shape 

their reality, from a place of reacting to the present, to creating the future (Senge, 2006, p. 69). 

Applying systems analysis. Given that language is important for understanding, it is 

relevant to point out that the term feedback is often used in systems analysis and generally means 

“any reciprocal flow of influence” (Senge, 2006, p. 74), making the use of the word, “feedback,” 

in this particular research project, potentially confusing. Therefore, for the purposes of this 

systems analysis when referring to feedback, the meaning I intend is in reference to behaviour – 

the giving and receiving of feedback in conversations. However, it is perhaps also interesting to 

note that Coutifaris and Grant (2021) argued that the most effective feedback mechanisms in 

organizations are ones that are reciprocal amongst leaders and followers. 

The systems analysis I present highlights the interrelatedness of decision-making roles, 

power dynamics, and feedback mechanisms of the Cornerstone culture. When examining the 

components of the Cornerstone system and the aforementioned elements, I found that Stroh’s 

(2015) systems thinking approach to a change process the most meaningful and applicable. As a 

reference, Stroh’s (2015) four implementation stages of change are: building a foundation for 

change, seeing current reality more clearly, making an explicit choice about what is important, 

and bridging the gap between aspirations and the current state. Beginning with Stroh’s (2015) 

first implementation stage through to the last, I overlaid the structures and conditions I felt were 

at play in the current Cornerstone system and identified the areas where the research could 

support the staff in actualizing the change they desired. For relevant structures I turned to 

Cornerstone’s organizational chart and found the interrelatedness between roles and power 
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dynamics. Both Stroh (2015) and Oshry (2007) advised, examining a system as a whole allows 

you to see the power dynamics and potential conditions that could influence power. The Chart 

clearly defines the number of roles where decision-making is an implied part of a position (ED, 

managers); however, the chart does not show the potential for power dynamics in positions at the 

staff level where there may be indirect power or decision-making elements based on experience 

in the role, or simply because of work and life experience. These are important considerations 

when inviting a collaborative dialogue around change and establishing a psychologically safe 

engagement space where all participants feel their input is valued regardless of defined positions 

of power or not (Edmondson, 2019). Additionally, it is important to ensure that the engagement 

groupings of participants fall along the most clearly understood and anticipated power lines of 

the organization, with three levels – four including the Board – and seven divisions (Appendix 

B).  

Another structure of the Cornerstone systems to consider are the established processes for 

formal feedback conversations. For example, if the research is to also examine the direction 

feedback is received or given (upward, downward, laterally), understanding the options for 

formal feedback conversations is valuable background information when designing the inquiry 

questions. It is my understanding through conversations with the ED that annual reviews are 

standard practices that involve both a self-reflective and collaborative approach to development, 

and the discussions are guided by managers and leaders with their respective direct reports. As 

well, there are opportunities where staff can collaborate on a projects – these would entail a 

lateral sharing of feedback, and finally there is a survey offered twice a year that is anonymous 

with the intention that all staff can give feedback upward. To this end, it will be beneficial to 

ensure that both formal and informal opportunities for feedback are part of the inquiry questions. 
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According to Stroh’s (2015) stages of implementation, this is where participants are sharing their 

current reality and finding clarity about the patterns and changes they want to see in the future 

system.  

To understand the conditions related to feedback mechanisms that may be in the current 

Cornerstone system, I considered the nature of the work. As stated earlier in this chapter, 

Cornerstone is an organization that provides programs and services to women, children, and 

youth who are victims of family violence. Hence, the staff are trained to work with a vulnerable 

and victimized population. As might be assumed, the nature of the work requires staff to uphold 

a high degree of compassion and a commitment to supporting psychologically and physically 

safe space for the clients who are often arriving in crisis. While these characteristics are valuable 

and appropriate for the nature of the work at Cornerstone, Kulkarni et al. (2013) found that there 

is also a higher propensity for staff at domestic violence centres to feel overly compelled to meet 

the needs of clients at the expense of their own well-being. They argued, for these reasons staff 

at these organizations benefit from collaborative work cultures and balanced workloads. While 

the Cornerstone research project is not intended to investigate the factors impacting the well-

being of its staff, it is intended to inquire how staff develop interpersonal relationships and can 

improve collaborative work through feedback conversations. Therefore it will be important that 

the research engagement questions reflect a respect for the nature of the work at Cornerstone and 

promote discussion that looks at prosocial feedback practices.  

Another finding from Kulkarni et al.’s (2013) research, relates to the benefit of having 

experienced staff who have “developed strategies that enable them to thrive despite the difficult 

and challenging work. [These staff members] can serve as guides for the less experienced service 

providers who may be more vulnerable to work-related risk” (p. 126). This speaks to both the 
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earlier analysis of power dynamics in non-leadership roles and highlights a potential benefit for 

staff of varying work experience at Cornerstone (or in life, i.e., age) to collaborate on this 

research project. Further to this, by completing a cycle of action research, all participants would 

have the opportunity to practice feedback conversations that are perhaps outside their comfort 

zone and through follow-up discussions, could learn from each other, revealing areas for 

potential growth that could inform change throughout the entire system. As Stroh (2015) offered, 

an analysis of a system and its underlying mental models is an opportunity to create catalytic 

conversations that can deepen awareness, cultivate acceptance, and develop new alternatives (p. 

129). Moreover, by embracing a systems thinking approach, participants have the potential to 

identify their individual and collective experiences with feedback - making the implementation 

of a change more collaborative and meaningful. 

Central Inquiry Question and Related Sub Questions 

As described in the previous section, the questions that guided this inquiry were informed 

by the organizational context of Cornerstone, a systems analysis, and Stroh’s (2015) systems 

thinking approach to the change process. With this in mind, the central inquiry question and 

related sub questions I created were as follows: 

Central inquiry question. How might the development of feedback mechanisms 

cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in the work culture of the Cornerstone Family 

Violence Prevention Centre?  

Related sub-questions. 

• What feedback mechanisms (formal/informal) are in use at Cornerstone, and how 

effective do employees feel these are? 
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• What suggestions do employees have about improving feedback within the 

organization, and what is the ideal state? 

• How might the executive director, managers, and staff better create lateral, upward, 

and downward feedback in the organization? 

• How might this in turn relate to relationship development – i.e., building of trust in 

the organization? 

• What might the research reveal about self-awareness, resilience, and leadership in 

work cultures? 

• Specifically in Cornerstone 

• Broader - across other work environments. 

• What leadership practices and/or organizational processes inhibit, advance, and/or 

sustain the development of feedback? 

• What resources, skills, and capacities are required, and who needs to take what 

actions, to implement a new feedback culture at Cornerstone?  

Overview of the Thesis 

The first chapter of this thesis provides an overview of the inquiry project, including a 

description of the significance of the inquiry to Cornerstone, a review of the organizational 

context, a systems analysis, and the central inquiry question and sub-questions. 

Chapter 2 is a literature review that examines existing research and published scholarly 

work relevant to the topic of feedback. The review centres on two main sub-topics: 

organizational learning and human behaviour. The intention of the review is to acquire general 

academic knowledge on the topic prior to conducting the research. 
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Chapter 3 explains the action research methodology and the integration of the action 

research engagement (ARE) model with an appreciative stance. It also includes a description of 

the project methods of engagement, how the research was conducted, and how the data was 

collected and analyzed. It concludes with an overview of the ethical implications, project 

outputs, the contributions and application of the project. 

Chapter 4 summarizes the findings from the participant data, and offers conclusions that 

are grounded in the research questions, the literature, and an action researcher perspective. This 

chapter also reviews the scope and limitations of the inquiry. 

Chapter 5 offers three recommendations based on the findings and conclusions presented 

in Chapter 4 and summarizes the implications of the inquiry for Cornerstone. The chapter 

concludes with is a description of implications for future inquiry. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this literature review was to examine existing research and published 

scholarly work relevant to the question of how feedback mechanisms influence work cultures 

and vice versa. As the review was completed prior to conducting the research project with 

Cornerstone, the literature I examined helped to move my knowledge of feedback beyond my 

personal and professional experience and understanding and provided academic support for the 

pursuit of this inquiry.  

Central to my curiosity about giving and receiving feedback and its associated behaviour 

is how it remains a prominent issue in the majority of work environments (Baker et al., 2013), in 

particular, how feedback is usually considered a downward-delivery mechanism for growth and 

development. Yet, as an educator I know learning is not a linear process, and as such I wanted to 

investigate how feedback given downward, laterally, and upward in an organization impacted the 

entire system of people, operations, and culture. An initial review of literature indicates that the 

behaviours related to feedback experiences are correlated with the perceptions of self and how a 

work culture functions (Mulder, 2013). Authors asserted the most common issues related to the 

development of feedback mechanisms are not necessarily a lack of operational processes such as 

performance reviews, but rather the presence of power dynamics and how well people receive 

feedback (Stone & Heen, 2014; Coutifaris & Grant, 2021). I found the literature review 

expanded my understanding of the influences on human behaviour in work cultures, and how 

employees develop self-awareness to become better at giving and receiving feedback – with or 

without formal internal processes.  

The review begins with a look at the influence of organizational learning on how 

feedback mechanisms become established and managed, in particular, human resource processes 
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(HR), the operational structures of organizations, and leadership. From there I examined 

academic work centered around human behaviour and the subcategories of relationship 

development, positive psychology, and emotional competency. This particular area of the 

literature review provided validation for my personal and professional knowledge and offered 

valuable insight as I headed into the engagement methods of the research. 

Organizational Learning 

An initial literature review on the topic of organizational learning, and specifically design 

and structure, indicated that the ways in which humans learn and develop in social systems (i.e. 

organizations), is influenced by the cultivation of learning and the intentional sharing of 

knowledge. The design and structure of an organization is a predictor of how well its culture 

functions day-to-day, during change, and over time. Gill (2010) described a learning culture as 

one of inquiry, where the value of sharing knowledge, learning from each other, and “risk taking, 

action learning, feedback, and reflection” are rewarded (p. 27). Schein (2016) espoused that 

organizational learning cannot be developed without first understanding the culture of the 

organization, and leaders must demonstrate a willingness to stimulate dialogue that challenges 

assumptions and supports change. Senge (2006) defined a learning organization as one “where 

people are continually learning how to learn together” (p. 3). Similarly, Prugsamatz’s (2010) 

research on factors that influence learning in non-profit organizations found that by cultivating a 

learning culture, the capacity to collectively develop as a staff is more easily sustained over time 

and is contributive to various levels in an organization. While these authors advocated the 

benefits of a learning organization, Cunha, Bednarek, and Smith (2019) advised consideration of 

how hierarchical and bureaucratic structures impact learning processes. To this end, in the 

context of my partner, the hierarchical structure embedded in the organization’s design may need 
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to be considered as part of the ED’s plan to foster a culture of learning. With this in mind, Cunha 

et al. (2019) recommended employing an integrative ambidexterity mode of learning where the 

benefits of innovative thinking and untethered learning opportunities are integrated with 

accountability and decision-making boundaries. In doing so, they suggested staff at all levels can 

effectively sustain and develop a learning culture during times of change or when staff and team 

challenges arise, by structuring the knowledge sharing mechanisms. To this end, a learning 

organization offers a climate where feedback could serve as information for the whole social 

system.  

Another consideration of organizational design and structure is an extension of the 

learning organization, called the teaching organization. This is of particular interest to me in 

understanding how feedback mechanisms can not only develop in a culture but how they might 

thrive long after the capstone experience.  As an educator, I intuitively understand the efficacy of 

sharing knowledge through teaching and the importance of leaders using opportunities to impart 

their experience and knowledge by modelling a teaching approach. Tichy and Cohen (1998) 

made a compelling argument for this concept, stating “teaching organizations are better able to 

achieve success and maintain it because their constant focus is on developing people to become 

leaders” (p. 28). Inherent in this model is the commitment to implementing this approach across 

the whole organization regardless of the levels of responsibility. The concept further extends the 

collaborative and collective learning approach of Senge (2006) and Schein (2016), by setting an 

expectation of leaders to intentionally prepare the sharing of knowledge and model teaching 

behaviour for others (Taylor, 2009). This in turn fosters a coaching-like environment where 

feedback serves as information, not just a positive or negative critique of performance (Tichy & 

Cohen, 1998).  Similarly, Martin-Perez, Martin-Cruz, and Estrada-Vaquero (2012) claimed, non-
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profit organizations that focus on knowledge transfer have a greater potential of elevating the 

social and personal identities of employees. Their research showed that a culture of sharing 

knowledge and collaborating on decisions had a direct impact on an employee’s sense of 

belonging and alignment with the organization’s higher purpose in social change. 

Finally, Baker et al.’s (2013) study of the features of a feedback-friendly culture 

presented a strong argument for the value of feedback in the design and structure of an 

organization. The authors found that first there must be a promotion of the learning continuum, 

then a building of trust and psychological safety, and then the creation of authentic dialogue 

between all levels of an organization. Most interesting was their suggestion of the role a 

leader/manager can play in reinforcing the feedback-friendly culture, “when inquiring and being 

open to feedback from followers, the leader is in perfect position to influence their employees to 

do the same via such role modeling” (p. 264).  This part of the literature review provided me 

with context and insight on the topic of feedback, mainly the type of work environments that are 

more conducive to creating opportunities for learning and reflection, especially learning and 

teaching organizations. 

Human Behaviour 

An initial literature review on the topic of human behaviour revealed that many authors 

have presented theories and models of how humans develop as individuals and as collaborative 

and social beings. One element that has been generally accepted and remains consistent in the 

literature is that individuals think, feel, and act with the environment around them, including 

other humans (Brown, 2018, 2015; Schein & Schein, 2021; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013). When 

these interactions involve prosocial behaviour, the literature provides insight into how 

organizations and systems where people work and live can be designed with mechanisms for 
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growth – such as collaboration, leadership, and other pathways intended to improve the lives of 

others (Grant, 2007; Jordan, 2017; Edmondson, 2019). For an organization like Cornerstone, 

prosocial behaviour is the essence of their purpose – to provide counselling, services, and 

supports to vulnerable and victimized families. This research project is intended to examine how 

feedback mechanisms currently in Cornerstone inform, inhibit, or develop the ability of staff to 

apply their prosocial skills into the context of their work together. With this in mind, I looked at 

three specific areas of human behaviour: relationship development, positive psychology, and 

emotional competency. I believe these are the relevant topics to increase my understanding of 

feedback mechanisms in the Cornerstone culture. 

When considering how relationship development is correlated with human behaviour and 

more specifically, feedback behaviour, I examined literature on the characteristics of building 

effective interpersonal relationships. To this end, Jordan (2010; 2017) offered a perspective on 

human behaviour and the development of relationships through relational-cultural theory. She 

espoused that “interpersonal connections built on mutual empathy contribute to zest, clarity, 

worth, creativity, and a desire for more connection” (2017, p. 228). Given that the nature of the 

work at Cornerstone is to employ a high degree of empathy for their clients who are in crisis, it 

could be assumed then that since staff embody these characteristics in their work, they are likely 

to have strong interpersonal relationships. Building on this, Jordan (2017) again offered insight 

into “growth-fostering relationships”, where people engage together in building the relationship, 

and for one person to grow, both people must grow (p.231). Further to this, when mapping 

feedback onto the context of building relationships through these interpersonal characteristics, 

Carless (2013) argued that trust is integral to developing dialogic forms of feedback. “Trusting 

virtues such as empathy, tact, and a genuine willingness to listen are ways in which positive 



Running Head: DYNAMIC FEEDBACK MECHANISMS IN WORK CULTURES 

 

28 

feedback messages can flourish and more critical ones be softened” (p. 90). Schein and Schein 

(2021) also espoused that the characteristic of trust is a necessity to building relationships. They 

suggested that by adopting a stance of humble inquiry, a relationship can develop trust through a 

place of curiosity and interest in the other person. From this position, the authors claimed, a 

person is intentionally choosing to listen more deeply to how others respond to their inquiry, 

followed by “responding appropriately, and revealing more of [themselves] in the relationship 

building process” (p. 3). It would therefore seem that the human behaviour integral to 

relationship development includes characteristics that are both intrinsic and/or could be learned 

in the process of forging interpersonal connections. These might include empathy, trust, 

humility, creativity, curiosity, and courage. In addition to this, I believe that to build competency 

and fluidity in these relationship skills, people would need practice. To this end, the research 

project could provide the staff of Cornerstone the opportunity to collaborate (another relationship 

characteristic) and support each other in creating the changes in feedback mechanisms they want 

to see in their culture. 

Another aspect to relationship development that potentially could negatively impact 

connection, is the role power dynamics play in the formation and maintenance of a relationship. 

Edmondson’s (2019) insights on psychological safety revealed that people in positions of power 

(i.e. manager, directors, supervisors) play an important role in shaping how feedback is given 

and received. She suggested that despite modern approaches to leadership, many employees still 

have mental models about power constructs ; they work hard to avoid unpleasant consequences, 

including not offering feedback upward (or even laterally, manager to manager). Edmondson 

(2019) argued that if a job requires “learning or collaboration for success, fear is not an effective 

motivator…[and in fact] fear inhibits learning” (p. 14). She also explained that leaders can 
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positively impact these power dynamics and build relationships that deconstruct the mental 

models, by modelling and cultivating a learning culture. This would look like an individual in a 

lower power position (perceived or defined) sharing a concern or giving feedback upward or 

laterally, thereby modelling interpersonal risk, and the result would not be punitive or shame, but 

rather a normal indication of a learning culture.  

To build on this from a leader-learning perspective, Coutifaris and Grant’s (2021) 

research showed that when a leader made a consistent commitment to share their learning from 

feedback they received, over time their behaviour shifted the power dynamics and vulnerability 

became normalized. This in turn, allowed employees to become more comfortable with sharing 

their own learnings and struggles, and more confident in offering feedback upward or laterally. 

As Coutifaris and Grant (2021) described, “the mutual vulnerability that ensued changed the 

dynamic of the relationship” (p. 14). This literature supports the need for feedback mechanisms 

that foster a learning approach, and relationship development opportunities that consider the 

value of reciprocal vulnerability. These are important insights for this research project. 

A second subtopic of human behaviour that I am interested in is positive psychology and 

specifically the insights offered by this social science as it relates to feedback and the associative 

behaviours. To set the context, the definition of positive psychology is as follows: the scientific 

study of optimal human functioning [that] aims to discover and promote the factors that allow 

individuals and communities to thrive (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).  It is an expansive 

science in the realm of human behaviour that I believe offers potential insights on creating 

positive change at an individual and organizational level. Lewis (2011) examined the 

characteristics of positive workplaces from a positive psychology stance and found them to have 

cultures with social reservoirs of resilience, openness to change in mental models, and an 
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intentional focus on appreciative inquiry. She described patterns in behaviour change that 

allowed for these characteristics to flourish and effectively create learning systems (cultures):  

A change in the pattern of behaviour of the system is accompanied by a shift in the 

mental models the complex adaptative system holds of the world: understanding the 

world differently, the members of the system therefore behave differently in it. (chpt. 7) 

Building on this, Boniwell (2017) explained that changing patterns of behaviour that are 

not positive conduits for development of self and others, is best done by adopting a perspective 

that capitalizes on strengths and activates positive experiences. For example, she suggested five 

practices to create change: positive reminiscing, savouring experiences, increasing hope, using 

strengths, and responding to news in an active-constructive way.  

This literature provided valuable insights on the mindfulness practices required to engage 

in positive approaches to change. In particular the authors offered relevant information for the 

research project such as the discipline of attending to challenging conversations with a flexible 

and curious mindset, and working on new patterns of behaviour when responding to or receiving 

feedback. 

One final subtopic on human behaviour I am interested in investigating is emotional 

competency, in particular, how emotional regulation, self-awareness, and social awareness 

collectively contribute to the choices individuals make when giving and receiving feedback. 

Senge (2006) believed that personal mastery “fosters the personal motivation to 

continually learn how our actions affect our world . . . without it people are so steeped in the 

reactive mindset (someone/something else is creating my problems)” (p. 12). Moving beyond a 

reactive mindset comes from cultivating self-awareness. Similarly, Kouzes and Posner (2007) 

claimed, “the most critical knowledge for all of us—and for leaders especially—turns out to be 
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self-knowledge” (p. 346). What Senge (2006) and Kouzes and Posner (2007) claimed aligns with 

the theories and literature on emotional competency. Scholars describe emotional competency in 

the realm of emotional intelligence, referring to the characteristics of having the ability to 

identify, express, understand, regulate, and use emotions. (Mayer and Salovey, 1997; Bar-On, 

2010; Nelis et al. 2011). Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) emotional intelligence model is defined by 

four distinct mental branches: perception of emotion, the use of emotion to facilitate thought, 

understanding of emotion, and management of emotion. When considering how emotions serve 

as positive or negative informants in feedback conversations, I took a specific look at the fourth 

branch: reflective regulation of emotions. Brackett, Rivers, and Salovey (2011) explained that 

this branch of the model includes: 

the ability to prevent, reduce, enhance, or modify an emotional response in oneself and 

others, as well as the ability to experience a range of emotions while making decisions 

about the appropriateness or usefulness of an emotion in a given situation. (p. 91) 

This would appear as a valuable competency to have when giving and receiving 

feedback, particularly if the content of the feedback is difficult or the direction of the feedback 

involves power dynamics. Grant (2013) found that if individuals have a level of self-awareness 

(knowledge) and opportunity to practice emotional regulation when giving feedback upward, 

they can voice concerns or ideas with increasing competency and confidence, especially when a 

leader models openness to learning from the feedback as well. Brackett, Rivers, and Salovey 

(2011) argued this works best when the employees already have high emotional competency, but 

that it is also a skill that can be developed with practice and in organizations that value learning. 

Further to this, Brown (2018) suggested, the way a person feels, thinks, and acts during difficult 

conversations, is valuable information for that individual, and how they respond to the emotions 
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is also a sign of the trust in that relationship. She argued, “trust is the stacking and layering of 

small moments and reciprocal vulnerability over time. Trust and vulnerability grow over time, 

and to betray one is to destroy both” (p. 34). 

There appears to be no shortage on literature, theories, and even curriculum on emotional 

competency, as well as the reality of emotional obstacles impacting feedback conversations. 

Given the nature of this project and the propensity for emotions (and the awareness of them), to 

arise when investigating the topic of feedback, I believe having a rich source of information to 

draw from before and after the research project is complete, will be very valuable to me as a 

researcher.  

Literature Review Summary 

This literature establishes that there is an opportunity for feedback mechanisms to evolve 

into dynamic and fundamental elements of a culture. For the Cornerstone project, this insight 

could offer a foundation to how change can occur in their organization whereby feedback 

mechanisms can be a source of developmental growth for the staff and the organization. In this 

way, perhaps feedback has the potential to move beyond the constructs of a downward-only tool 

for evaluation and become a source of courage, resilience, and above all learning throughout 

Cornerstone, regardless of title and authority of the individual.  

Moreover, the literature offered insight into the benefits of improved connection in work 

cultures through the openness and courage to have feedback conversations, regardless of the 

content. As Jordan (2017) offered, “courage, confidence, and a sense of strength grow in 

connection” (p. 231).  Similarly, Senge (2006) and Stroh (2015) suggested that adopting a 

systems thinking approach to change could support a personal motivation to continually learn 

and cultivate positive relationships by collectively transforming the parts of a complex problem 
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into a shared understanding of the larger issue and then a “navigable road map” (Stroh, 2015, p. 

209). 
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Chapter 3: Conduct of Research 

“Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage. Truth and courage aren’t always 

comfortable, but they are never weakness” (Brown, 2015, p. 37). I believe this research project 

challenged every participant to be vulnerable, to own their truth about feedback and to share 

openly where they get stuck and when they feel confident. As a researcher I observed 

participants demonstrating courage as they reflected on difficult conversations and their desire to 

improve their engagement during feedback. The research methodology and methods described in 

this chapter were designed to set a framework for participants to work within - where they could 

be vulnerable, feel their courage, and hear it in others. The intention was to invite dialogue and 

reflective thinking that would encourage collaboration and inspire solutions for change. 

Methodology 

This project saw the completion of a cycle of action research (AR), using methods of 

inquiry that aligned with the action research engagement (ARE) model (Rowe et al., 2013). AR 

is a qualitative form of research that “seeks to enhance people’s feelings of competence and 

worth, engaging them in processes that provide an affirmation of themselves, their friends, their 

families, and their communities” (Stringer, 2008, p. 33). The method “combine[s] action and 

reflection in ongoing cycles of co-generative knowledge” (Shani & Coghlan, 2019, p. 3). As the 

researcher, I positioned questions from an appreciative inquiry stance to offer participants the 

opportunity to organize their thinking and to assist in directing engagement into a positive and 

creative framework. The aim of this approach is to enrich the collaborative experience with 

compassion, empathy, and purpose. This is achieved by supporting participants through 

questions that maintain a focus on possibilities, opportunities, and “what could be done rather 
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than a deficit-focused repair of something gone wrong” (Agger-Gupta & Perodeau, 2016, p. 

237).  

The Action Research Engagement Model. To examine more closely what the 

experience is like in action research, it is valuable to look at the cycles illustrated in the ARE 

model developed by Rowe et al. (2013), and how the staff of Cornerstone worked through 

elements of the model. As seen in Figure 1, two cycles are shown in the ARE model: Readiness 

for Change Cycle and Change Action Cycle, each containing iterative processes that build on 

one another. The first cycle is where I as the researcher acquired an understanding of 

Cornerstone and the forces impacting effective feedback mechanisms. I then identified the key 

focus for inquiry – How might the development of feedback mechanisms cultivate learning, 

collaboration, and inclusivity in the work culture of the Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention 

Centre? From there, I examined literature to deepen my understanding of the issues (Chapter 2) 

and then formed specific research questions to guide the study. Through the initial engagement 

sessions with participants, I learned the context of Cornerstone’s readiness for change. Also at 

this stage of the ARE process, participants identified a specific aspect of giving and receiving 

feedback they wanted to improve, and spent a number of weeks practicing. Following this, 

participants returned to the research process to explore options for shifting perspectives and 

behaviour of feedback practices, and through this entered the ARE stage, evaluation of action & 

engage forward. Here they articulated ideas for changing the way feedback mechanisms can 

function in the future at Cornerstone. Following an analysis of the data collected through the 

research process, I offered recommendations based on participants’ proposed strategies and 

actions for moving forward. It is my hope for the staff of Cornerstone, that they can reach the 
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final phase of the ARE process, the Change Action Cycle, where they can initiate a plan to 

implement dynamic feedback mechanisms that will strengthen their work culture. 

 
Figure 1. Action Research Engagement Model 

Appreciative inquiry stance. Appreciative inquiry is built on the principles of positive 

psychology and was developed by David Cooperrider in 1980 as a form of analysis for 

organizational development. The approach encourages a deeper look at the relationship between 

human and organizational behaviour, and what contributes to development. The appreciative 

process theorizes that you can create change by paying attention to what you want more of rather 

than solely paying attention to problems (Bushe, 1998). While giving and receiving feedback can 

feel different for each employee at Cornerstone, according to the ED, all employees share a 

common goal of creating a healthy culture of feedback at all levels of the organization. To this 
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end, approaching the research process from an appreciative inquiry stance promotes a positive, 

future-focused engagement with a topic that often has negative mental models surrounding it. 

Furthermore, scholars of organizational behaviour identify the importance of discussing 

feedback from a place of curiosity and positivity in an effort to encourage individuals to 

recognize their potential for growth and to improve collaboration (Grant, 2021; Edmondson, 

2019, Stone & Heen, 2014; Seashore et al., 2013).  

Methodology Rationale 

Using the AR methodology, and the ARE model to inform the scope and focus of the 

study, appeared to work well as an inquiry approach for this project. As well, with its emphasis 

on deep listening, courageous conversations, and self-reflection, the appreciative inquiry stance 

allowed staff to participate in research that felt meaningful and applicable to their life and work 

(Bushe, 1998).  

In AR methodology, there is a qualitative focus for collecting data, where participants 

engage in a “democratic process concerned with developing practical knowledge in the pursuit of 

worthwhile human purposes” (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014, p. 2).  

To complement the AR methodology, I endeavoured to offer my knowledge as an 

experiential educator by creating a space where dialogue would inspire learning through 

experience, an approach proven to be very effective in helping to build self-efficacy and 

dismantling negative mental models around feedback (Raynolds, 2007).  

While I implemented the research methodology and methods, I remained aware that my 

primary role with participants was to facilitate engagement through the questions I asked and the 

listening I modelled. In doing so, participants were able to build trust, awareness, and a 

collective understanding of feedback conversations. 
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Data Collection Methods 

While planning the research design, I understood that the topic of feedback had the 

potential to reveal the complexities of relationships (e.g. power dynamics) and the characteristics 

of each individual. Therefore, I knew it would be important to select data collection methods 

carefully. As I began to investigate methods, I reflected on what Priya Parker (2018) wrote about 

the reasons to gather and how to do it “We gather to solve problems we can’t solve on our 

own…We gather to make decisions. We gather because we need each other. We gather to show 

strength” (chpt. 1). She went on to advise, “the first step in convening people meaningfully [is] 

committing to a bold, sharp purpose” (chpt.1). With Parker’s (2018) insights in mind, and after 

considering the existing divisions in Cornerstone’s organizational structure, I decided on small 

groups and semi-structured interviews as the methods for data collection. Knowing the 

opportunities for collaborative dialogue and an intentionally reflective process are embedded in 

the AR methodology, I felt the small groups would offer participants an effective format to carry 

out their inquiry work.  

Scholars espouse that small groups, sometimes referred to as focus groups, can be 

particularly beneficial when an organization is hierarchical in design, and the intention of the 

research is to investigate complex behaviours (Saldana, 2018; Morgan, 1993). To this point, 

considering the topic of the research, the hierarchical nature of Cornerstone, and the participants 

themselves, I recognized it was my responsibility to ensure the research and data collection 

methods were ethical and “considerate of the cultural expectations and sensitivities at play” 

(IDEO, 2015, p. 14). With respect to the choice of an unstructured interview, the initial aim of 

the method was to support the ED in having the opportunity to participate in the study. Given her 

position in the organization it seemed the most appropriate manner to collect data on her 
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perspective and experience with feedback, both as an individual and as the leader to all staff. 

According to Husband (2020), a semi-structured interview has the potential for the respondent to 

feel supported and acknowledged in their critical reflection, as well as encouraged to share their 

insights through the exchange of questions and answers.  

Once the process of inviting participants was underway, it became evident that given the 

shift-work nature of Cornerstone, I needed to provide alternative times for engagement. I 

endeavoured to make the process as accessible as possible by offering individual interviews for 

those who wanted to participate but could not attend group sessions due to scheduling conflicts. 

In the end, all who voiced interest in participating were able to contribute to the data either 

through semi-structured interviews or small group sessions. 

At the end of the research process, the combination of the AR methodology, the data 

collection methods, and the dialogic nature of the questions proved to be very effective. With 

participants engaging in generative discussions on feedback, the desired purpose for the 

gatherings was achieved.  

Project Participants 

With a research goal to create an inclusive process for engagement, all 25 employees of 

Cornerstone were invited to participate; no specific selections or exclusions were made for 

participation. There are four levels to the organization’s structure: Board, Executive Director, 

Managers, and Staff (see Appendix B: Cornerstone Organizational/Accountabilities Chart). I 

designed three groups based on levels of responsibility in the organization: Staff, Manager, ED. I 

was fortunate to have fourteen Cornerstone employees choose to participate in the action 

research. The Staff group consisted of seven of a potential 15 – with at least one from each 

department, and the Manager group contained all six managers. In addition to meeting 
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scheduling needs, the design of the groupings also served to mitigate any issues of power-over 

(perceived or real) as participants. The ED participated in semi-structured interviews, while the 

Managers and Staff participated in small group sessions. 

Inquiry team. Ensuring support systems and tools were in place was integral to the 

success of this project and in maintaining focus with my partner. I believe my Inquiry Team 

served this purpose. Included in this group were a Royal Roads University classmate, an alum of 

the Master of Arts in Leadership program, a professor with expertise in action-research, and a 

colleague. From conception of the thesis idea to its submission, these individuals provided 

support and guidance in a variety of ways. I work best using multi-modal learning methods to 

interpret information and construct knowledge and as such, I relied on the individuals of this 

inquiry team to challenge my thinking and simultaneously support my learning. (see Appendix 

E: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement). 

Study Conduct 

This section outlines how participants were recruited, the phases of inquiry, and the 

conducting of research methods.  

Participant recruitment. Following proposal and ethical approval, participant letters of 

invitations were sent via email to each participant individually. The emails were sent through my 

private, password protected email address. Included in the attachments of each email was the 

Invitation for Feedback Research Engagement and Research Information & Consent (Appendix 

D). Within the Invitation, I indicated that I would work with the ED to establish a date that 

worked best for each group (Staff and Managers) and offered a tentative date for Phase 1 as a 

guide for their planning. Once I received responses from interested participants and ensured 

consent forms were signed, I confirmed the dates and times of engagement sessions with each 
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participant. Consent forms and all data collected remain securely stored on my password-

protected computer. 

Phases of inquiry. There were two phases to the research, beginning with a cycle of 

inquiry questions aimed at gathering lived experience and knowledge about the giving and 

receiving of feedback, and ending with a sharing of insights obtained after practicing different 

approaches to feedback and the identifying of ideas to create lasting change. Regardless of the 

type of session, all participants were given the same set of questions (Appendix C), with the 

exception of the ED who was asked additional questions in Phase 1 (see below). 

Phase 1. Phase 1 for the Staff and Manager groups was 90 minutes for each session 

(small group or interviews depending on participant availability). Phase 1 for the ED was a 60-

minute semi-structured interview. Phase 1 ended for all participants with an invitation to identify 

a specific aspect of giving and receiving feedback that participants were interested in practicing 

for two to three weeks (the exact timeframe was dependent on participant work schedules). 

Questions used to guide the discussion in this phase included: 

• When you give/receive feedback, is it given/received laterally, downward, or 

upward?  

• What is that experience like for you? 

• Tell a time when you gave/received feedback that you felt heard, seen, and/or 

respected. 

o How do those times compare to experiences that were not positive? 

• What are some of the patterns you notice about giving/receiving feedback in the 

culture of Cornerstone? 
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• What is one type of feedback you would like to practice in the next two weeks (giving 

and/or receiving)? 

Additional questions to the ED were: 

• What is your biggest challenge as an individual and as an ED when giving/receiving 

feedback? 

• What might an effective feedback culture look like at Cornerstone? What would be 

different? 

Phase 2. Phase 2 began with participants (in small groups or individual interviews) 

sharing what they practiced and what they noticed and learned through the process. The phase 

ended with each participant identifying ideas for changing/developing feedback mechanisms that 

could benefit all employees, and the organization as a whole. Phase 2 for the Staff and Manager 

groups was 90 minutes for each session (small group or interviews depending on participant 

availability). Phase 2 for the ED was a 60-minute semi-structured interview. Questions that 

guided the discussion in this phase included: 

• What did you try, what did you notice? 

• Imagine a learning culture where feedback mechanisms are sustained – what does that 

feel and look like? 

• If you were to do less of what’s not working, and a lot more of what is working, how 

would that change the way you spend your time and energy? How would your culture 

be better able to do more of what it is really good at? What will you commit to 

individually and collectively? 

Conducting methods. The methods of research used in the project were conducted 

virtually to adhere to RRU’s Covid-19 guidelines regarding research with other people. The 
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small group and interview sessions were conducted in a password-protected Zoom platform. 

Both phases of the research were recorded to the Zoom cloud and then downloaded to a 

password-protected computer. All of my hand-written notes collected during the research process 

were kept in a locked cabinet. I began each engagement with a review of informed consent and 

gave participants an opportunity to ask questions about the research process, as well as the option 

to leave the project at any time without consequence. Throughout the engagement sessions, I 

nurtured an openness to the topic of feedback by establishing a psychologically safe environment 

by providing participants the opportunity to reflect and share what might be coming to their 

minds as they engaged in dialogue (Edmondson, 2019; Parker, 2018). By maintaining a 

compassionate and curious mindset, I found I was able to listen and interpret the data that 

accumulated and identify themes as they emerged (discussed further in Chapter 4). 

Another key element to conducting the research was to ensure that my bias did not 

interfere with the goal of the project (Saldana & Omasta, 2017). I believe central to managing 

any potential bias was the effective, transparent, and consistent communication with my thesis 

supervisor and the ED of Cornerstone. Outside of human guidance, I leaned on the framework of 

the research. I believe this supported me in maintaining the authenticity of the work and in 

upholding respect for the partnership with Cornerstone and its employees. While I did experience 

some delays and setbacks, the actual engagement sessions were more than I could have hoped 

for. I felt enormous gratitude for the time, energy, and focus the participants offered, not to 

mention their willingness to engage so openly in a topic that is complex and not often easy to 

talk about with others. I learned through this process how impactful feedback can be in an 

organization that is entirely focused on helping others to create change in their lives. 
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Following the end of the engagement process, I analyzed the data which informed the 

conclusions and recommendations (Chapters 4 and 5). The expectation is that I will share the 

approved thesis with the ED, and she will lead the staff of Cornerstone through the 

implementation phase of any recommendations they choose, or perhaps they will identify 

strategies for change directly from their experience in the research project. 

Data Analysis 

“Noticing patterns gets researchers closer to finding answers about the human condition” 

(Saldana, 2018). Once both phases of the inquiry process were completed, I began to analyze the 

data for patterns. I used an inductive and deductive analysis to study the data (Patton, 2002; 

Saldana, 2018; Fox, 2008) and applied Values Coding to particular word and phrase patterns 

(Saldana, 2018). An explanation of these methods of analysis are in the respective subheadings 

following the analysis of the research data. 

Analysis of the research data. As I began to examine my notes and listen/view the 

engagement recordings, I looked for patterns in phrases, terms, and practices about the giving 

and receiving of feedback in both phases and with all participants (small group and interviews). I 

worked through the data in a chronological order of when the sessions occurred. In the small 

groups of Phase 1, I studied the descriptions participants offered as they answered questions and 

responded to each other’s perspectives. As a reminder, Phase 1 was in the first cycle of the ARE 

model – where the inquiry questions were aimed at establishing an understanding of the 

participants’ current perspectives on feedback, including their lived experience with the giving 

and receiving of feedback, as well as the patterns they have observed in the Cornerstone work 

environment, and their readiness for change. In Phase 2, the research process was entering the 

later stage of the first ARE cycle. Here the data offered the experiences and learnings the 
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participants described from their feedback practice as well as their ideas for creating lasting 

change in the way all staff engage in feedback conversations. Again, I looked for the patterns in 

the phrases and terms, and in particular words of change in their feedback practices. While 

completing the inductive analysis more patterns appeared that had distinguishing features. 

Specifically, I found when reviewing the recorded sessions, participants often described a 

perspective of feedback that reflected their values, beliefs, or attitudes about the emotions and 

experiences they had when giving and/or receiving feedback.  As a result, I found Values Coding 

to be a useful system to apply when examining those elements of the data (Saldana, 2018). While 

participants did not always overtly refer to their experience or perspective as a value, belief, or 

attitude, I was able to infer and interpret the interrelationship between and among the three 

(Saldana, 2018, p. 128). Following the inductive analysis, I then completed a deductive analysis 

of the data, drawing together the evidence into “smaller summaries” (Saldana, 2018) and 

creating three comprehensive conclusions. The study findings and conclusions are presented in 

Chapters 4 and 5.  

Inductive and deductive data analysis. “Induction is a form of reasoning used in pursuit 

of understanding and knowledge, establishing a relationship between observations and theory” 

(Fox, 2008, p. 431). Inductive analysis does not start with preconceived notions or theories of 

what the data should prove, but instead allows the themes and meaning to emerge from the raw 

data itself. It is particularly useful when analyzing data in qualitative research as most studies 

“begin with open-ended questions for investigation rather than fixed hypotheses to test” 

(Saldana, 2018, p.9). As Patton (2002) suggested, inductive analysis allows the researcher to 

focus on the emerging information while staying open to possibilities of new, potentially 

contributing data. Essentially, the researcher looks for frequent, dominant, or significant themes 
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and avoids restraining the data into very linear or prescriptive categories. Following the inductive 

process a researcher can begin the deductive process where the themes are viewed through a 

broad lens and a small collection of summaries (conclusions) of the data are formed. From there, 

the researcher compares and contrasts the entire data set while considering their interpretation of 

the findings, context, and relevant literature on the topic. As Patton (2002) explains, inductive 

analysis begins with an exploration, then confirmation and the entire set of data is brought into 

focus through deductive analysis where the findings articulate the interrelationships in the data. 

Values coding. Saldana (2018) stated, “Values Coding is appropriate for all qualitative 

studies but is particularly useful for those that explore cultural values, identity, intrapersonal and 

interpersonal participant experiences and actions” (p.129). With the Cornerstone study, values 

coding seemed applicable and useful, as feedback conversations often entail some degree of all 

the study topics listed.  When using values coding, Saldana (2016) suggested labeling the words 

or phrases from all data as means of harmonizing what a participant says with what the 

researcher observes in that participant. This, he states, “corroborates the coding and enhances 

trustworthiness of the findings” (pp.131-132, as cited by Saldana, 2018). When applying values 

coding, an individual’s values system is measured, which in this context includes values, 

attitudes, and beliefs. According to Saldana, (2018) a value is the importance people attribute to 

a standard/principle, themselves or others, behaviour, an idea, or perception. An attitude is an 

evaluative perception of other people, things, or ideas and is usually cumulative over time and 

through experiences. And finally, a belief is an acceptance that is true or real and often includes 

interrelated values, attitudes, and knowledge. When subjecting data to values coding a researcher 

can label words or phrases that are expressed by participants. For example, values with a (V), 

attitudes with an (A), and beliefs with a (B). Once data is coded it can be translated into compact 
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forms of meaning. The objective for the researcher is to then use the coding to stimulate thinking 

and reflecting on the essence of the data (Saldana, 2018). 

Ethical Considerations 

I value the importance of conducting action research that is thoughtful, purposeful and 

above all ethical. I adhered to the expectations of research ethics as stated by the RRU Review 

Ethics Board (REB) and demonstrated respect for participants and myself as a researcher. I 

addressed the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

(2018) core principles of Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare, and Justice. I provided all 

participants with a consent form that asked for their free, informed, and on-going consent to 

participate in the research project. Each form clearly stated the option to cease participation in 

the project at any time, as well I began each engagement session with this reminder. 

As the research project was positioned as potentially producing data and outcomes that 

could be used for culture-improvement, I was aware that participants may have perceived their 

input on ways to expand or develop feedback mechanisms (especially upward), as a risk or a 

reflection of a commitment to the organization. To address this potentiality and demonstrate a 

concern for the welfare of participants (in accordance with TCPS 2), I provided a clear summary 

of the research project in the initial invitation, and continued to provide details of the research, 

engagement processes, and offered multi-faceted learning tools for each participant to assess 

risks and benefits of their participation throughout the project.  Another specific approach to 

mitigate this minimal risk, was a post-session email that I sent to each participant following each 

engagement session thereby allowing participants to share any additional input that they didn’t 

feel comfortable to share during the session. 
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As part of the recruitment process and in line with the purpose of the research, all 

employees were invited to participate in the project. The engagement methods were designed to 

create inclusive and equitable participation for all. Individuals or groups that would be 

considered to have power over another individual or group (actual or perceived) were not placed 

in the same engagement activity. The research information and consent letters can be found in 

Appendix D: Participant Documents. 

All information I collected was maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent 

forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet in my home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts, 

audio files, and/or Zoom session recordings) were stored on a password protected drive on my 

laptop. At no time were names attached to data shared. 

Project Outputs 

Achieving actionable research outcomes requires participants and the researcher to have a 

collective commitment to change (Burns, 2015). My hope is that the partnership with 

Cornerstone and the research, will result in both a change at an individual level and on a systems 

level. The primary output of this research project has been the learning that emerged from the 

data collection. It is my hope that these insights inspire dialogue and reflection among the staff 

of Cornerstone on an ongoing basis. Kuchinke (2000) espoused those systems that embrace a 

feedback culture are typically open to learning new knowledge. For the ED, continuing to foster 

a culture of learning at Cornerstone is very important to her, and this was clear in the data. From 

the outset of the partnership, the ED expressed her belief that the research project could offer 

both an opportunity to maintain focus and develop a pathway to understanding how they can 

improve feedback mechanisms at all levels in the organization. The data support the ED’s vision 

and revealed how staff also want to continue exploring feedback practices, further validating the 
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ED’s goal of a learning culture. In preliminary discussions, the ED expressed a desire to have 

two outputs from the research – it is my hope the findings have supported their development. 

They are as follows:  

A. Feedback Toolkit: Learning tools, sample feedback engagement exercises, and 

feedback coaching techniques for new or transitioning employees. 

B. Integrated Feedback Mechanisms: Embedding systems thinking and concrete 

feedback practices at all levels of the organization; ensuring feedback flows upward 

and downward regardless of position or title. 

As a culminating experience, in collaboration with the Cornerstone executive director, 

managers, and staff, the goal is to host an in-person event where we (participants and me as the 

researcher), will share the knowledge and experience of the partnership, as well as an overview 

of the research findings. Our goal is to have the entire process captured by a graphic recorder 

with the intention of creating a visual representation of our collective and collaborative work. All 

of this is currently dependent on Covid-19 guidelines for gathering.  

Contribution and Application 

Cultivating a learning (and teaching) organization where feedback mechanisms can be 

sustained, requires a willingness to experiment by increasing the positive appeal of change and to 

increase the cost of not changing (Stone & Heen, 2014). I believe through dialogue, systems 

thinking, and the development of a curious and positive mindset, this thesis has the potential to 

contribute to a broader understanding of feedback mechanisms in work cultures.  

When I began the thesis process, one of my goals was to advance my personal knowledge 

of feedback and systems thinking. A second, was to potentially open new doors of inquiry about 

feedback with my thesis. A priority for the ED, was the development of practical methods that 
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would build the staff’s personal mastery of meaningful feedback practices. For Cornerstone as an 

organization, this thesis contributed to the ED’s desire to address one of the organization’s 

Strategic Plan directives - Foster a Resilient and Robust Organization. The strategy is intended 

to establish robust human resource practices that support staff to excel and position the 

organization as an employer of choice. With the findings and recommendations offered in this 

thesis, I believe that the ED and staff have the ability to significantly contribute to this strategic 

directive.  
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

As explained earlier, this research project set out to explore the primary question, “How 

might the development of feedback mechanisms cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity 

in the work culture of the Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre?” (The sub-questions 

that were used to further guide this inquiry can be found in Chapter 3). This project completed a 

cycle of action research, using methods of inquiry that aligned with the action research 

engagement (ARE) model (Rowe et al., 2013) and exercised methods of appreciative inquiry that 

stimulated dialogue and critical thinking within a collaborative experience. This was done via 

small group sessions and individual interviews over a number of weeks. The inquiry led to 

reflective, insightful, and creative dialogue as participants attempted to address the questions 

posed to them. This chapter will examine the emergent themes that arose from the data via an 

inductive and deductive analysis, and values coding. In the first half of this chapter I will share 

the findings that stem from participant voices and complete the chapter with a conclusion where 

interpretations of the findings will include my researcher perspective and the comparative 

literature. 

My approach to conducting the research was to invite participants to reflect and share 

their insights on giving and receiving feedback. By maintaining a compassionate and curious 

mindset, I found I was able to listen and interpret the data that accumulated and identify themes 

as they emerged. I created questions that aligned with a qualitative inquiry approach with the 

hope that answers would reveal the nature and states of lived experiences of participants 

(Saldana, 2018). As stated in Chapter 3, Cornerstone is a small non-profit organization with 

approximately 25 employees (not including relief staff). Through the engagement sessions, I 

worked with fourteen Cornerstone employees who chose to participate in the action research. (7 
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of a potential 15 staff - at least one from each department, all 6 managers, and the executive 

director). Engagement was conducted through a mixture of small group sessions and individual 

interviews.  

There were two phases to the research, beginning with a cycle of inquiry questions aimed 

at gathering lived experience and knowledge about the giving and receiving of feedback, and 

ending with a sharing of insights obtained after practicing different approaches to feedback. 

Phase 1 ended with an invitation to identify a specific aspect of giving and receiving feedback 

that participants were interested in practicing for two to three weeks (the exact timeframe was 

dependent on participant work schedules). Phase 2 began with participants (in small groups or 

individual interviews) sharing what they practiced and what they noticed and learned through the 

process. The phase ended with each participant identifying ideas for creating lasting change. The 

methods of research used in the project were conducted virtually to adhere to RRU’s Covid-19 

guidelines regarding research with other people. 

Regardless of the type of session, all participants were given the same set of questions 

(Appendix C). Once both phases were completed for Staff, Managers, and the ED, I used an 

inductive and deductive analysis approach (Patton, 2002) to study the data. As will be shared in 

this chapter, I looked for patterns in phrases, terms, and practices in the participant responses and 

dialogue on their experiences with giving and receiving of feedback. In addition, as explained in 

Chapter 3, I subjected the data to further analysis through Values Coding (Saldana, 2018). The 

coded data illustrated the perspectives of feedback that reflected participant values, beliefs, and 

attitudes about the emotions and experiences they had when giving and/or receiving feedback.  
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Through the data analysis I found themes which I believe reflect participants’ desires to 

move from their current reality to a future state where feedback is normalized and tailored to 

their culture.  

Themes 

The following themes emerged from the data: 

1. How participants have understood and experienced the giving and receiving of 

feedback. 

2. The role of feedback in fostering or challenging psychological safety. 

3. How emotional regulation influences self-awareness and ongoing approaches to 

feedback.  

4. Considering interpersonal connectivity as a means to normalize feedback practices. 

5. How intentional construction and nurturing of feedback mechanisms impact 

confidence and competency. 

The themes are described through the lens of the participants’ perspectives and their 

voices are supported by offering direct quotes. In Theme 1, the data provided the broader context 

for the remaining four themes by highlighting how past and present experiences with feedback 

have shaped participant understanding and behaviour. Themes 2 and 3 emerged throughout the 

data and captured the predominant ideas that were featured in both Phase 1 and Phase 2. Themes 

4 and 5 evolved primarily through the questions on identifying patterns in behaviour of feedback 

exchanges and following the intentional feedback practices completed by each participant.  

Throughout this chapter, speakers are identified as Staff, Manager, or ED and align with 

the pre-set groups as outlined in Engagement Methods. Data gathered from participants in Staff 

and Manager groupings were kept in those respective collections regardless if an engagement 
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was a small group or individual interview. Any potential identifying comments have been altered 

or removed from the quotes that are used. 

Theme 1: How participants have understood and experienced the giving and 

receiving of feedback. This theme highlights how the participants view the role feedback plays 

in the operations of the organization, as well as their individual approaches to giving and 

receiving feedback with colleagues who are positioned downward, laterally, or upward in the 

organization. Participants shared their understanding of feedback practices and how their values, 

beliefs, and attitudes have shaped, and currently influence, their behaviour when giving or 

receiving feedback. As well, by answering the question, Tell about a time when you gave and/or 

received feedback where you felt heard, seen, and/or respected, participants shared experiences 

that informed a comparative perspective of when they did not feel heard, seen, and/or respected. 

Through the dialogue and sharing of lived experiences, participants then identified specific ways 

they wanted to practice giving, receiving, or observing feedback for two to three weeks. The 

following three subthemes emerged from Theme 1: informal and formal giving and receiving of 

feedback and its characteristics, having time to process, and the benefit of practice. 

Informal and formal giving and receiving of feedback. Throughout Phase 1, all Staff 

repeatedly referred to the culture at Cornerstone as collaborative and identified it as a necessary 

and beneficial characteristic of working in a crisis-response environment. When asked in what 

direction and format they typically receive and give feedback, most Staff answered “informally” 

and while lateral feedback was often an exchange, most feedback from a downward direction 

(managers to staff) was received and not often given upward (staff to managers). The more 

experienced Staff (both at Cornerstone and in life) stated a greater comfort in giving feedback 

upward and claimed an appreciation for the value feedback offers to their lives. As one Staff 
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participant stated, “I have always appreciated how feedback can help me to improve the work we 

do with clients. I think everyone can learn from experience and feedback offers a way to share 

that knowledge and experience with others”. However, those same Staff acknowledged the slight 

discomfort with receiving feedback from a colleague, whether a fellow staff or manager, who is 

younger in age. While not a barrier per se, it was referenced enough times that they considered it 

as an area for growth in their practice of feedback. As one participant offered, “I would like to 

improve how I listen to feedback that I receive from someone who is younger and less 

experienced but has been at Cornerstone longer than I have”.  

Most Staff stated that the feedback they received informally was operational in nature 

and the feedback that was more formal tended to be constructive or “negative” in nature. As one 

participant offered, “this sometimes reinforces that feedback is only negative and perpetuates the 

idea that making a mistake is punitive - but I know I can take it more personally than I need to”. 

While this answer revealed a degree of self-awareness, it also aligned with much of what staff 

and managers had to say about receiving feedback that was non-operational and was interpreted 

as more reflective of a behaviour or decision they had made. These were some of the words and 

phrases used in response to the question, When receiving that type of feedback, what is that 

experience like for you?: 

“worrying”, “stressful”, “intimidating”, “not difficult”, “I don’t internalize it”, “ok in the 

moment but then it sticks”, “I overthink”, “I judge it”, “assume I have disappointed 

them”, “don’t know how to respond”, “immediately assume the worst”, “frustrated if I 

can’t respond in the moment”, “I want to defend or react”, “anxiety-inducing”, “I try to 

just listen and ask questions”. 
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In contrast, a few participants offered their perspective on past experiences with giving 

and receiving feedback in previous jobs where a leader rarely or never offered positive or 

constructive feedback. This led to a distrust for the intention behind the feedback, a feeling of 

disrespect, and a perception that the leader was not open to receiving feedback. As one 

participant stated, “At a previous job, I never received feedback that helped me improve. I only 

received direction if an expectation wasn’t met”. Similarly, for those that expressed not receiving 

any feedback, they felt they were not respected or valued because their leader did not care to let 

them know how they were doing – good or bad. “I never knew how I was doing, regardless of 

how hard I worked or how often I asked for feedback. Over time, I lost my motivation to care 

about getting better”. For all of these participants, the informal nature of giving and receiving 

feedback at Cornerstone, feels more positive than past experiences because it diminishes the 

negative constructs, they each have about feedback. They also expressed an appreciation for 

working in the Cornerstone environment because it feels collaborative and supportive - which 

helps them to feel more valued and respected. As one participant offered, “With the informal 

nature of how feedback is given, I feel more comfortable if I make a mistake…I worry less about 

what I might not hear and I feel supported”.  

For Staff who don’t often receive formal feedback at Cornerstone, one participant stated, 

“It is difficult to set my own performance goals or have a sense of where to improve”. Several 

other participants (across all levels) agreed that feedback has the potential to contain valuable 

information that can serve as professional development, even the feedback that is hard to hear. 

An interesting perspective on the challenges leaders face when giving feedback downward was 

offered by a Staff participant, “I am thankful to not be a leader because it would be challenging 

to give feedback not knowing how it would be received”. In terms of feedback that is given or 
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received and is considered more positive, here are some of the words and phrases used by 

participants (at all levels): “I feel appreciated and valued”, “that I matter”, “different and more 

positive than my previous work environment”, “I feel respected and heard”, “creates a sense of 

collaboration”, “the power dynamics are reduced”, “I feel connected and that I belong”, and “it 

develops my confidence”. 

In Phase 1 all Managers stated similar experiences with the informal types of feedback 

where the content is primarily operational in nature. For the ED as well, informal feedback tends 

to be operationally focused. However, the ED also experiences different types of feedback that 

are unique to her position. For example, when a manager is seeking a perspective on a decision 

they had made, and she offers feedback on how they handled the situation or offers coaching-

type feedback to assist the manager in following up with a staff. She explained further, “I want to 

empower managers to problem solve independently and I don’t want to overstep their growth, 

but I understand that they also need my support and often that comes in the form of feedback”.  

In cases where the giving and receiving feedback is lateral, the Managers shared that the 

majority of the feedback exchanges they have with other managers is also operational in nature 

and feedback that could be described as “negative or constructive” is rarely given or received. 

This data points to the inhibitions Managers have about giving each other feedback that might be 

received as judgement. Similarly, they tend to avoid these types of feedback conversations for 

fear of making that person “feel bad” and to reduce the chances of an emotional reaction. As one 

Manager stated when describing the experience of preparing to give feedback laterally, “I am 

often thinking - am I going to upset them, will I do it right, will I lower their perception of me?”. 

The ED recognizes this as a challenge and has been offering professional development 

opportunities to help build the confidence and competency in managers as a means to improve 
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the feedback behaviour. In her experience, she has found that sometimes assumptions are made 

about great social workers or counsellors, specifically that they have strong emotional regulation 

knowledge, and are also skilled at giving and receiving feedback from any direction. While she 

does not believe this to always be true, she does feel strongly that this is why practicing hard 

conversations is so important for professional growth. 

I believe that the managers have great potential for growth when it comes to feedback 

conversations. However, I feel they need to develop their confidence in having hard 

conversations, feedback, with each other…they are so skilled when doing this with 

clients. 

Time to process. The data on needing time to process following a feedback exchange and 

in particular when the content of the feedback appears non-operational, was quite prevalent 

throughout the research findings. As one participant shared, who is relatively new to 

Cornerstone, “when receiving feedback that is hard, I need time to process and reflect before 

responding”. Another participant stated, “I feel compelled to respond in situations where the 

feedback is hard to hear, yet I know it would probably be better if I just took time to process - I 

don’t know why I don’t ask for that”. For Staff, there was a clear indication through values 

coding that each person held strong values of authenticity and patience when it came to offering 

feedback to clients. For example, throughout Phase 1, there were 22 mentions of being authentic 

when giving feedback and 12 mentions of having patience when receiving feedback from clients. 

Interestingly the same words (values) of authenticity and patience showed up in Phase 2 with the 

same words when describing the way the culture would feel if feedback was a normalized 

practice.  
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Yet, when receiving feedback from a leader (Manager or ED), Staff felt pressured to 

know how to respond in that moment and didn’t always feel they could be authentic. As well, if 

they needed time to process, they didn’t know how to ask for a follow up or would have liked for 

the leader to recognize this is what they needed. As one Staff participant mentioned, “When I 

was listening to her feedback about an issue that happened, I didn’t know how to take it all in. 

Afterward, I wished I asked more questions”. Another participant stated, “I think when I receive 

feedback, I automatically feel it is something I did wrong and so that is all I listen for – I need 

time to process”. As dialogue progressed on the topic of time, many comments included 

references to time and wanting to revisit or follow up on the feedback conversation. Some 

statements were: “returning to the conversation feels awkward but I need time”, “wish that I 

knew how to respond better”, “I think my emotions get in the way – I just need time”.  

Some participants shared that the frequency of operational-type feedback combined with 

the high-paced environment at Cornerstone, can make patience feel like a luxury in 

conversations, and therefore asking for time to process feels “stressful” or “awkward”. Even 

though many participants (at all levels) spoke of the desire to trust the feedback process, they 

also found it hard to navigate the emotions and the perceptions about the way feedback is 

practiced in the organization. They stated that although the giving and receiving of feedback is 

talked about as something that is invited to travel in any direction (downward, laterally, and 

upward), the reality is that many people don’t practice that - especially if the feedback content is 

not considered positive or the follow up is not given the time and attention it might need. Some 

of the experienced Staff and Managers offered insight on learning to be patient with the 

aftermath of a conversation. They shared how they have developed resilience in feedback 

exchanges by taking the time to discern what elements of the feedback they just received are 
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related to an assumption they are making or whether it is the giver’s perspective of the situation. 

For example, when asked “what does it feel like when you do have more time to process?”, 

several answers included words and phrases such as: “calm”, “heard and respected”, “positive 

assumptions”, “less judgment of the giver”, “valued”, “I could see my role in the problem”, “less 

personal”. As well, participants who are new to the organization, but have lots of work 

experience elsewhere, believe they have learned to take the time to process the feedback they 

receive. “I have a lot of experience with feedback, especially negative from clients, and I have 

learned the importance of taking time before responding – especially when I can feel myself 

being frustrated”. Another participant offered the perspective, “I don’t always have the words in 

the moment but have learned that I do if I have time. I still find it hard but I react less often”.  

Interestingly, there were a few participants who expressed being new to Cornerstone and young 

in age, who felt there was an assumption made that they might not have the ability to receive 

challenging feedback because they don’t know to ask for time to process for fear of 

disappointing the giver. While some felt this was true, some did not and wanted to develop the 

courage to express this more often. For those participants that shared experiences when they took 

the time to process and reflect, here are examples of what they described: 

I realized there was a lot of value in what they were saying, but I only realized this after 

taking the time to reflect - it was really hard to see this in the moment. 

I struggle receiving feedback and assume others will too, but when I take the time to 

process, I realize that I just needed to ask more questions - I need to work on that. 

I really like the ‘idea’ of receiving feedback well, but it often becomes something I hear 

as critical. I am discovering I need time to process and get to the place of finding 
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meaning in the feedback. I worry though, that if I take this time, I might not get a chance 

to circle back.  

Following Phase 1, and after participants had practiced their chosen feedback approach, 

the data revealed that ‘time to process’ was one of the strongest elements that each person 

wanted to work on moving forward. Along with this was the openness to stay curious longer, ask 

more clarifying questions in the moment instead of feeling compelled to answer or react, and to 

be okay with possibly having to revisit an old feedback conversation. One participant shared an 

experience when she felt heard, seen, and respected by a leader who gave her time to process 

feedback,  

She allowed me the time and space to reflect…she explored the [problem] with me 

through questions not directives…and left it with me to consider. In doing this, I was 

motivated to go back to her and share what I had reflected on. I really remember her 

approach and try hard to do that when giving feedback to others. 

The benefit of practice. In Phase 2, after participants completed a cycle of action 

research, many of them expressed that having the opportunity to learn about improving the 

giving and receiving of feedback positively influenced their self-awareness, increased their 

connections with others or revealed challenges in relationships, and enhanced their capacity to 

engage in feedback conversations in many aspects of their lives. Most participants chose a 

feedback practice for work and at least five chose a practice for their personal lives. As one 

participant stated,  

I didn’t realize that giving and receiving feedback is a daily practice in all interactions in 

my life. This actually helped me to start to see my anxiety around receiving feedback 
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more clearly. As well, giving feedback is more normal and frequent than I thought and 

therefore maybe it doesn’t need to be as intimidating. 

Another participant shared, “although I still found the downward giving of feedback hard, 

I challenged myself to do it more often”. Others agreed and described how practice resulted in 

the feeling they were building more “comfort and confidence” in feedback exchanges and they 

were not spending time simply “preparing or potentially overthinking”, which tended to result in 

not giving the feedback at all or “avoiding only the difficult content in a conversation”. 

One of the participants decided to observe how others give and receive feedback at 

Cornerstone, and also how she responds to feedback. She found, “the feedback really depended 

on the type of relationship the giver and receiver had. For me, I really noticed how much more I 

trusted the feedback when it came from a person I have a deep connection with”. Another 

participant chose to practice, “really listening when receiving feedback and to ask questions 

rather than automatically respond”. She found, “by taking the time to work on listening more, I 

was able to build micro connections with people”. This in turn resulted in a discussion amongst 

the small group on the importance of building connections with those you work with, and how it 

can have a significant impact on the type of feedback given or received, and the intention behind 

it. I share more on this in Theme 4. 

As mentioned earlier, giving upward feedback is not as normalized nor as comfortable for 

most people at the staff level and some at the manager level. To this end, one participant chose to 

practice giving upward feedback, and in particular revisited an old feedback conversation that 

had not gone well the first time. The end result was that she noticed,  

…how important it is to have strong connections with the giver because it influences the 

dynamics of the conversation. As well, I noticed how I had presented myself in the [first] 
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conversation and how I showed up the second time…it felt more genuine…also because I 

wanted to have it even if it was hard. 

Another participant offered, “feedback is really just a good conversation”. Building on 

this, a participant shared that she practiced giving more feedback more often, instead of worrying 

how it might be received. She stated, 

I used to not offer feedback unless I had really thought about it ahead of time, and so I 

practiced contributing more in conversations and offering feedback on ideas. I really 

noticed how it was much easier than I imagined…it reinforced that I could keep doing it - 

with practice. 

Overall the findings in Theme 1 described how participants understand and have 

experienced the giving and receiving of feedback. Staff, Managers, and the ED shared 

experiences that revealed characteristics and feelings associated with those experiences, as well 

as the mental models around feedback in general - including the behaviour tendencies when 

responding or giving. Furthermore, completing the cycle of action research contributed to a 

collection of perspectives, ideas, and reflections by participants on the value of practicing 

feedback conversations. 

Theme 2: The role of feedback in fostering or challenging psychological safety. As a 

reference for this theme, Cornerstone is an organization that supports vulnerable and victimized 

women and children. The skillset and training of employees includes trauma-informed 

counselling practices, and the ability to support women and children who are fleeing domestic 

violence. As a result, the participants appeared to have an understanding of the meaning of 

psychological safety and the importance of creating a space to be heard and respected. In the 

context of the Cornerstone work culture, the data revealed a pattern of feedback that fostered 
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psychological safety and in some situations inhibited particular features from developing. Trust 

and vulnerability, and the courage to use voice, emerged as the characteristics common to 

feedback; playing both a positive and negative role in developing and sustaining psychological 

safety. These then served as the sub themes of Theme 2. 

Trust and vulnerability. Through the process of values coding, the term “trust” and 

reference to trust as a contributor to psychological safety was consistent throughout the 

engagement sessions. Participants often declared trust was an important value they held in their 

work at Cornerstone - both in their relationships with clients and with colleagues. As well, 

participants frequently expressed the belief that in the absence of trust, vulnerability cannot 

emerge. One participant explained, “building trust is necessary when working with clients, and 

with colleagues it means honest and genuine conversations can happen”.  

Many participants shared the attitude that a loop of “mistrust”, “inauthenticity”, and “lack 

of connection” can form if a pattern of not following through on feedback continues to go 

unaddressed. They also described how vulnerability is an important element for relationships to 

form between colleagues, and it becomes harder to build those connections when power 

dynamics are in the way. “It is hard to open up and share feelings or perspectives with those that 

make decisions in the organization. This is not necessarily because they don’t listen, but I don’t 

want to be misunderstood”, offered one participant. Another stated, “Being vulnerable with 

another staff member is hard when I want things to change – it might not happen and that feels 

too difficult to do”. 

In addition to how trust can be dismantled or eroded, participants noted when a leader 

demonstrates trust in the decisions a staff member makes it fosters a belief that being open and 

vulnerable is part of learning, and even further, that the organization is a safe place to learn and 
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develop. One participant shared that building trust and the confidence to be vulnerable requires 

“autonomy and not being micro-managed”. Building on this, participants discussed the 

perspective that making a mistake at work can take away trust if the feedback is not managed 

well. According to all participants, feeling heard, seen, and respected is the strongest pathway to 

building trust. In describing experiences where feedback received or given made the participant 

feel heard, seen, and respected, a common element was the building or reinforcing of “trust”. 

However, when a participant shared the opposite experience, trust was described as “broken 

down” or “disappeared altogether”, and “being vulnerable” was quickly replaced with feelings of 

“shame and guilt”. The dialogue surrounding this topic was full of shared experiences, 

interspersed with one-word agreements and additional words of reflection. There were 

descriptions of feelings, and lasting impressions that left participants with a perspective of 

feedback (positive and negative). As one participant stated,  

After so many times of not receiving positive feedback at my last job, I started to feel less 

valued. I now get nervous each time I have a meeting with my manager – I assume it is 

going to be negative.  

In listening to the participants, I noted the contrasting elements of either willingness to be 

vulnerable or fear of being vulnerable, both in the sharing and giving of feedback in the 

descriptions of experiences. Several words and phrases emerged in the data related to expressing 

vulnerability, such as: “fear”, “doubt my voice”, “speaking up is hard”, “unknown response to 

my concerns”, “uncertainty”, “the what-ifs”, “I imagine judgement”, “opinions feel personal”. 

The data also showed that participants expressed feeling more motivated and engaged 

when feedback conversations are generative and not one sided, and where shame and blame do 

not tend to show up during or after conversations. As one participant explained, “when there is 
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comfort in giving and receiving feedback, trust can form, it feels safe, and the anticipation of 

feedback is not overwhelming”. The ED in particular, expressed the belief that “trust in her 

leadership is important for the staff and for the health and well-being of the entire organization – 

including its future direction”. She described how she understands that if people don’t trust that 

she not only gives feedback but that she also wants to receive feedback, it can make it very hard 

for feedback conversations to be normalized in the culture. She also expressed, “I believe each 

employee at Cornerstone, me included, is accountable for building trust, [including], supporting 

each other in being vulnerable, practicing vulnerability, and recognizing fallibility”. 

The courage to use voice. Many participants expressed how hard it can be to give or 

receive feedback, mostly when there appears to be a negative or critical element. They described 

how emotions become the focus - either ones that are anticipated showing up or as a result of the 

feedback exchange. The mention of having the “courage to speak up” appeared frequently in the 

Staff and Manager sessions. While the majority of the conversations described, were related to 

giving feedback upward, the courage required to voice an idea or opinion or even a rebuttal to 

feedback received, was something they felt was easy to advise others to do, and much more 

challenging to do themselves. As one participant offered,  

In my head I know voicing my concerns or ideas is the right thing to do, and I admire 

when others can – I encourage others to! But I worry about being too emotional when 

saying it. I want to be calm – I imagine myself falling apart and then I don’t say anything. 

Many participants spoke of the knowledge they have about the courage required to voice 

a concern, ask for help, oppose an idea, or even share something really positive. They also 

believe that sometimes the emotions contained in those conversations can be difficult to 
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compartmentalize without practice. One participant shared the experience of speaking up to a 

colleague when it didn’t go well,  

I had worked with the person for a long time and feedback conversations were often hard 

and if a manager was present, they acted differently. Because our exchanges were 

frequent, I often felt not heard, like I was less important than her, and not respected. Over 

time I tried to give her time to process what I was saying and the space to come back 

after having reflected. This seemed to be a better approach. Practicing feedback is 

building my capacity and I want to keep working at it. 

Phase 2 offered participants an opportunity to share their experiences of practicing being 

courageous in feedback conversations. One Staff shared she gave feedback to her manager about 

an idea that was different from what the manager had suggested, “I was really nervous to offer 

my idea, but I did, and then I waited…it turned out that she thought it might work”. After 

demonstrating courage to use her voice, she felt that speaking up was the most difficult part and 

that if her idea didn’t happen, at least she had the courage to give the feedback. Similarly, 

another participant shared how she practiced speaking her thoughts more in the moment, rather 

than waiting until the emotions morphed into something more and unrelated to the original issue. 

“I realized by sharing my feedback right away I was less likely to add other emotions to the 

thoughts I was expressing. The response was very positive and in fact, appreciated”. 

Overall the data informing Theme 2 emerged as having the characteristics of an 

accumulative effect on participants. For example, over time trust develops or erodes, courage 

grows or shrinks, vulnerability becomes easier or more difficult. All of these elements are 

necessary for a work culture to feel psychologically safe (Edmondson, 2019). The data revealed 

that much of the nature of Cornerstone is focused on creating psychological safety, especially for 
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their clients. The Staff, Managers, and ED all contributed to the findings which showed that 

creating a work culture where psychological safety is sustained, requires an individual and 

collective commitment to practicing feedback. As discussed by participants, feedback plays a 

critical role in building trust through the practice of being vulnerable and having the courage to 

give and receive feedback to anyone in the organization.  

Theme 3: How emotional regulation influences self-awareness and ongoing 

approaches to feedback. The theme of developing self-awareness and knowledge about 

regulating emotions emerged early in the engagement sessions, and continued throughout the 

entire research process. In the individual interviews participants shared successes and challenges 

with regulating their emotions, and in the small groups the discussion and dialogue revealed very 

similar experiences. I found a consistent thread that knowledge and experience of managing 

emotions informs how a participant prepared for or delivered feedback and how they responded 

when receiving feedback. While there were examples of how emotional regulation was more 

difficult when giving feedback to and receiving it from a leader, it appeared that there was 

greater success with emotional regulation in these situations when the participant had extensive 

experience in the organization or in life (age). As one participant offered,  

…in a previous job I constantly received negative feedback from the clients who I was 

trying to help. I had to work hard to be seen, heard, and respected without reacting. While 

this was not easy, I know that because of those years of experience I now have a greater 

capacity to manage my emotions in different kinds of feedback conversations. I have 

[learned] how to listen but not wear the feedback like it is a true reflection of who I am. 

Examples of how emotions inform how a participant prepares for feedback showed up in 

many of the Manager experiences. One participant shared,  
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Many times when I know I need to give feedback that might be hard for the recipient to 

hear, I spend a lot of time and energy thinking and planning what I am going to say. I 

know that is because I anticipate the emotions that are going to show up and that becomes 

what I focus on instead of prioritizing just saying what I need to say. 

Other participants agreed and added thoughts such as, “It weighs on me”, “I think about the 

words they said for days”, “I know I am letting my emotions get in the way of listening”, “I 

overthink and then my emotions take over”, “the emotions are hard when the receiver can’t 

reciprocate understanding”.  

Another participant shared that when feedback feels “close and personal, it can draw such 

a strong emotional response, requiring a deep awareness of how to move beyond the emotion”. 

Building on this, a participant shared, “when [feedback] feels personal you focus on, ‘what does 

this mean about me?’, ‘am I not good enough?’, ‘am I not as good as I thought I was?’”.  

While this data points out the negative or detrimental aspects of preparing for or 

responding to difficult feedback, other participants offered these alternative perspectives after 

practicing feedback where they intentionally regulated and observed their emotions in feedback 

conversations, “I gave and listened equally - this helped a lot”, “I could feel she was really 

listening and that she cared about me”, “as soon as I tried to be curious and ask a question, my 

defensiveness went away”, “how the feedback was framed helped me to not react”, “I held 

myself accountable for how I was feeling in the moment and just listened all the way through”, 

“I intentionally created space between the emotion and my response”, “I closed the gap between 

when I thought I should give feedback and when I did - this helped me to not emotionally 

overthink”. 
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Another aspect of Theme 3 is the common belief among Managers that feedback is a 

duty, yet their comfort when giving feedback that is non-operational in nature and is more 

performative related, made emotional regulation very difficult and therefore was often avoided 

or overprocessed. Managers also identified how this led to unintended power dynamics that 

required more time and energy to address. For example, one participant stated,  

When I want to give feedback that is intended to be more helpful – and happy to hear if 

they disagree, I found that as soon as I sensed there was a potential for a negative 

reaction, I felt it became more directive, like they needed to listen because I am the 

manager, but I wanted it to be more supportive. These interactions stick with me, and I 

don’t want it to always be a power or authority thing.  

The Staff shared that they value feedback especially when it helps them to develop and 

grow, and stated they want to receive genuine and clear feedback from colleagues at all levels. 

Staff, Managers, and the ED all stated that they believe feedback can help to gain insight into the 

quality of interactions with self and others, and that the challenges with giving and receiving 

feedback require practice to apply knowledge and emotional awareness. A good example of this 

showed up in a participant’s reflection of her experience practicing giving and receiving 

feedback extensively over the course of two weeks, “when feedback becomes more comfortable, 

[the conversations] feel lighter, more dialog-like…we can get to the ‘good place’ of a 

conversation sooner by learning how to minimize the defensive responses to feedback”. Another 

participant added, “instead of focusing on the problem to be solved, [I’m trying to] focus on 

being aware of how I am responding to the feedback”.  

Again, like in Theme 2, the participants shared how the accumulative effect of practicing 

and exploring how to regulate emotions and build knowledge of self, eventually develop into a 
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pattern where all the little moments and conversations blend into experiences. They used the 

following words to describe what the emotions resemble to them: “honesty”, “respect”, 

“genuineness”, “balance”, “cohesive”, and “safe”.  

Theme 4: Considering interpersonal connectivity as a means to normalizing 

feedback practices. Across all levels in the organization participants shared a belief that giving 

and receiving feedback is done frequently between employees and is integral to their work at 

Cornerstone, albeit most of the time that type of feedback is more operational in nature. The 

values coding of data revealed a number of participants stating they value the opportunity to 

form connections between colleagues with the aim of making feedback exchanges more 

meaningful and less intimidating when feedback content is difficult. As well, all participants 

shared the attitude that building interpersonal connections could be a conduit for normalising 

feedback and practicing the skills of reflection, patience, and vulnerability. Many participants 

shared that even offering appreciative feedback more frequently and in a genuine way, had the 

effect of building “positive micro-connections” which they believed would eventually develop 

into stronger, more cohesive bonds. Responses to questions about patterns in the shared 

experiences of giving and receiving feedback, provided insight to what participants desired from 

the relationships employees have with each other. Some of the words and phrases offered by 

participants were, “be intentional”, “micro-connections build macro-connections”, “creates a 

sense of safety when giving feedback upward”, “disagreeing is ok!”, “mindful and intentional”, 

“feel respected”, “feel seen, heard, and respected”, “shared experiences build connections”, 

“more opportunities to be collaborative”, “trust and connection are related”, and “genuine 

connection is a key factor to the experience of feedback”. 
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In Phase 2 there were many points of data that supported building interpersonal 

connectivity in the Cornerstone system as a means to normalizing feedback practices. For 

example, both Managers and the ED articulated their desire to model exploring all types of 

feedback conversations (positive and negative, formal and informal) laterally, upward, and 

downward, with greater curiosity, vulnerability, and openness to their own fallibility. As well, in 

Phase 2 all Staff expressed the importance of feeling valued and inspired to engage in more 

feedback exchanges that not only help the processes and tasks of daily work, but also build 

meaningful connections. They believed that feedback offers a pathway to forming an 

understanding and appreciation of each other, regardless of the title one holds in the 

organization. As one participant stated, “it takes intention to build connection, the culture is 

already about creating a safe and trusting place - everybody can do better”. The ED also shared 

this belief and has a desire to take a systems-thinking approach to building connectivity.  

I would like the distance between the levels [in the organization] to feel less. I hope 

through an increased comfort with feedback that each employee can develop an 

awareness of how they each contribute to the development of relationships and feedback 

mechanisms. 

Theme 5: How intentional construction and nurturing of feedback mechanisms 

impacts confidence and competency. Each participant expressed a deep sense of purpose to the 

work they do at Cornerstone and acknowledged that everyone who works at the organization 

operates with a high degree of compassion and kindness. Participants shared that to support 

women and children in crisis there are explicit and implied expectations that employees know 

how to make competent decisions and are aware of the impact of their communication and 

actions. While the general atmosphere in the work culture was described as compassionate and 
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kind, participants shared the belief that these expectations have contributed to feedback 

exchanges that are often focused on avoiding mistakes. They felt this in turn negatively impacted 

their confidence to independently make decisions and develop competency in their work. As one 

participant shared (to which others agreed/acknowledged),  

As counsellors to vulnerable women, you want to be the best support for them – to sit 

with them in their pain. There is a sense that this work is very important and maybe this 

also makes it feel like making a mistake has more weight.  

Another participant added, “So having feedback conversations sometimes carry that 

weight or an expectation to be really good at your job all the time”. To which another added, 

“And that pressure is sometimes not projected, it is more assumed, or at least I think it is”.  

In addition, the values coding showed a pattern of attitudes and beliefs that feedback is 

perceived as informative if it is operational and negative if it is related to performance or 

behaviour (sometimes interpreted as personal). However, in Phase 2 all participants identified 

ways to do less of what is not working with feedback exchanges and more of what is. Most 

participants expressed the belief that strengthening confidence and competency in giving and 

receiving feedback could be achieved through the intentional construction and nurturing of 

feedback mechanisms (formal and informal), regardless of the intended purpose (operational or 

performance) or content (positive, negative, appreciative, constructive, etc.). One statement in 

particular reflected a shared belief among the participants, “If we have a regular practice of 

giving and receiving feedback with anyone, people are free to develop their own style of 

feedback. I think this automatically impacts confidence and our ability to give or receive 

feedback improves”. The attitude in particular amongst the Staff participants, is that this 
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approach is not a level-specific solution, and that its efficacy relies on the effort and energy of all 

employees regardless of title or experience.  

They also stated that creating intentional opportunities to practice reflection and then 

subsequently returning to conversations (either independently or by invitation of the other 

person), “builds connection”, “trust”, and “confidence to seek out feedback conversations”.  As 

well in Phase 2, Managers and the ED identified that as leaders their individual and collective 

behaviour needs to reflect what they believe will build competency and confidence in giving and 

receiving feedback throughout the whole culture. They acknowledged that some of this work 

begins with them as leaders having the courage to intentionally cultivate independence in staff to 

make decisions and by seeking feedback more often from any direction. For example, the ED 

offered this perspective, “leading through title only means behaving as if others rely on you for 

all decisions, instead of empowering and guiding others to make as many decisions as they have 

the competency and capacity to do”.  

Adding to this, was a pattern of participants believing that confidence in giving and 

receiving feedback was nurtured through practice. As one participant stated, “practicing 

feedback can build the capacity to deepen connection”. Another offered, “Perhaps when we 

bring new people into the organization we can make it an expectation that we ask, ‘how do you 

like to give and receive feedback?’...perhaps this would create a norm for feedback structures to 

take hold”. Some participants discussed ways to normalize feedback by trialling a formula where 

people practice the following: “start with a clear and kind statement, followed by a brief 

description of the context, state or invite questions - then begin the conversation”. With this 

approach the idea is to arrive earlier at what the ED described as, “the real issue”. Participants 

also felt recognizing and openly acknowledging the barriers inhibiting a conversation is an 
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important step in cultivating honesty and trust. Others believed that positive feedback exchanges 

required a degree of emotional competency and a conscious commitment to use language that is 

focused on respect and finding clarity. 

All participants stated they found the dialogue and discussions during the research 

process highlighted the importance of sharing the learning that comes from all forms of 

feedback. As one participant offered, “The intentional practice of feedback in this project, really 

permeated into many areas of my life. Giving myself more time or actually staying more curious, 

asking questions can help me to improve my feedback skills”. Another participant added, “this 

experience can translate into how we give each other feedback…create space between what we 

feel and our response”. There was a strong alignment that a culture of confident and competent 

employees is more likely to be cohesive and collaborative if vulnerability in feedback 

mechanisms is normalized. 

Findings Summary 

The research revealed that feedback experiences can result in accumulative 

characteristics that could impact a person developing the confidence and capacity to give and 

receive feedback. All participants were aligned in the belief that an intentional practice of staying 

curious through the emotions that might occur in feedback conversations, can assist in 

developing greater knowledge in how to regulate emotions in future conversations. Participants 

consistently shared that interpreting and processing feedback deserves time and space, and that 

strengthening the existing psychological safety in the culture depends on the connections formed 

during that process. The study also revealed that the opportunity to engage in the action research 

project allowed participants to discover a new appreciation for the diversity of needs and 

perspectives of others when having to give and receive feedback. As one participant shared, 
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“without this project and the intentional, thought-provoking and carefully crafted questions about 

feedback we may not have done the work nor had the opportunity to collaborate on how to create 

change”. Through their engagement in the process, participants shared an increase in self-

awareness and a willingness to build and strengthen interpersonal connectivity by engaging in 

more feedback conversations. Several data points indicated that participants recognize that trust 

in feedback mechanisms needs the space to grow and this can only happen through the practice 

of giving and receiving feedback. Furthermore, the data showed that confidence and competence 

develops through the opportunity to practice. A barrier to this process is the shared perspective 

that there is an attitude or assumed perception that making a mistake effectively turns feedback 

into a negative experience instead of a learning opportunity. All participants have a strong desire 

to reduce this barrier and believe the work can begin with leaning into and not avoiding feedback 

that is attributed to a behaviour change. All participants stated it would build confidence and 

normalize feedback exchanges if more people engaged in feedback conversations, were 

vulnerable, and demonstrated an open commitment to learning.  

There was one data point that relates to the broader context of feedback in systems, that is 

worth mentioning. I have summarized the perspectives offered by a few participants on the 

following challenge: In the world of social work where you are counselling or supporting a 

vulnerable and victimized population, you rely on the interconnected supports of the larger 

system (police, healthcare, legal, financial, employment), and while you can give feedback to 

decision makers (managers or ED) and they hear, see, and respect the feedback, change cannot 

occur because of the barriers within the larger system. This in turn can make it disheartening and 

disempowering to continue to give feedback upward when it does not feel you can effect change 

for a person whose needs are significant. As one participant claimed, “Working as social workers 
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there are constant barriers [that are] outside of our control, this makes us feel overloaded and 

challenged to meet the needs of families”. I found this data contributed to the understanding of 

how dynamic feedback mechanisms in non-profit or public sector organizations inform their 

interdependent relationships. In these types of organizations, dependency on external support and 

resources in one organization is connected to feedback mechanisms in another organization. As 

shown in this research, feedback generates understanding and influences behaviour amongst 

employees which in turn contributes to the efficacy of the work.  

If the interconnected relationships between organizations is dependent on strong feedback 

mechanisms within, then how a work culture cultivates feedback practices matters to the larger 

interdependent system. For example, as highlighted by participants in this research, the nature of 

social work can influence how individuals within a system maintain a commitment to observing, 

listening, and responding to the feedback generated by the needs of clients. If the resources and 

supports for those clients are dependent on the functioning of these feedback mechanisms, 

maintaining effective relationships between organizations (supports and resources) is vital. 

Perhaps this is an important inquiry for another research project. 

Throughout all participant engagements, I observed and listened to the participants 

identify a reciprocal relationship between giving and receiving feedback. In Phase 2 of the 

research it became very clear that all participants valued the opportunity to spend more time 

thinking about how they as individuals engage in and respond to feedback. Through their own 

reflections, participants acknowledged that inviting reflection, giving people time to process, and 

practicing giving and receiving feedback, contributes to an increase in confidence to solve or 

address interpersonal problems as well as build connections among all employees. As the ED 

stated,  
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I want to encourage and foster more generative types of conversations where we get at 

what’s underneath earlier. Where we stay curious and brave in the conversations; trusting 

that we will survive the hard-to-hear content of feedback because we have been 

intentionally practicing.  

Similarly, as one Staff offered, “A commitment to letting go of assumptions and 

engaging in feedback not only builds understanding and broadens perspective, but it also builds 

confidence at an individual level which can then build confidence and capacity of the whole 

organization”.  

Further to this, one of the most powerful pieces of data that I heard as a researcher was in 

response to my question, “Imagine a learning culture where feedback mechanisms are sustained. 

What does that feel and look like?”. A participant gave this answer, to which all others in the 

session vehemently agreed, “It would feel like I am more fully understood by others”. 

Finally, the findings showed that feedback mechanisms currently in place at Cornerstone 

have the potential to develop into a dynamic system of information points that could nurture 

learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in the work culture. The participants expressed a desire to 

achieve this ideal state and agreed that to do so will require a collective intention to practice 

giving and receiving feedback often. 

Study Conclusions 

With the themes detailed earlier in this chapter, the journey to finding the answers to the 

central inquiry question and sub-questions began to crystalize. Similarly, the two main topics of 

the literature review from Chapter 2: organizational learning and human behaviour, began to 

have relevance as I interpreted the data and its emerging themes. I took a systems thinking 

approach to mapping the interconnectedness of the data and inquiry questions, and found Stroh’s 
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(2015) work particularly helpful. As I compared and contrasted my interpretations of the findings 

with academic knowledge, I developed three interrelated conclusions:  

• the reciprocal relationship between giving and receiving feedback provides a 

framework for learning and improves self-awareness. 

• a willingness to intentionally engage in feedback conversations strengthens 

connectivity between staff. 

• developing a feedback culture is complementary to building a learning culture. 

I will expand on each conclusion, referencing themes by number and offering both my 

interpretation as an action researcher and from my academic knowledge, both from the literature 

review (Chapter 2) and other relevant sources. Conclusions will be followed by a summary on 

the scope and limitations of the inquiry. 

Conclusion 1: the reciprocal relationship between giving and receiving feedback 

provides a framework for learning and improves self-awareness. This conclusion was 

derived from the findings that showed a connection between an increase in awareness and 

learning of the emotional obstacles in feedback conversations and the reciprocal relationship of 

giving and receiving feedback. This conclusion is informed by Themes 1 and 3. 

No matter how limiting our beliefs and assumptions, we tend to be emotionally attached 

to them because we equate who we are with what we think. …Therefore, changing how 

we think involves humility, curiosity, and courage to take such emotional risks as 

admitting we might not be right, experimenting with new assumptions and behaviours, 

and learnings from others. (Stroh, 2015, p. 207) 

In many ways Stroh’s (2015) perspective on the thinking and behaviour that shows up 

when a problem is being solved, is an excellent reflection of the data that emerged from the 
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research. In Phases 1 and 2, participants shared their challenges in filtering out the assumptions 

they made about how the other person was feeling or thinking in a feedback conversation. 

Despite the desire to improve the skills to have difficult feedback conversations, the fear/concern 

for how others would respond often played a significant role in avoiding or minimizing the 

content of the conversations. However, the data highlighted in Themes 1 and 3 revealed that 

building knowledge and skills in regulating emotions before, during, and after feedback 

conversations, can build confidence and competency in giving and receiving difficult feedback. 

By exercising a curious and open mindset, while assuming potentiality of learning within a 

feedback conversation, participants explained they were less worried about the potential 

judgement or reaction of the other person. They also realized that avoiding the feedback 

conversations often resulted in assumptions, judgements, and anxiety that was not productive and 

would not progress toward a solution of a problem. I believe that this is where the change begins 

for the staff of Cornerstone, at the stage of self-awareness where the anticipation of the feedback 

response (whether in the giving or receiving) becomes less demanding of attention and the focus 

turns toward the possibility of new learnings materializing. 

Further elements of this conclusion were derived from participants revealing their mental 

models about feedback and how the emotional obstacles that appear in those conversations could 

be a result of patterns formed within the culture or through lived experiences unrelated to the 

work at Cornerstone. Whatever the source, they acknowledged how the mental models were 

affecting potential learnings that could come from the feedback exchanges. It became evident 

that when participants began to share their perspectives on the emotional obstacles of feedback 

conversations, their self-awareness increased as did their interest to practice and improve. From 

these findings, I found a connection between the social-emotional competency of staff and their 
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approaches to giving and receiving feedback with each other. As introduced in the literature 

review (Chapter 2), scholars describe emotional competency in the realm of emotional 

intelligence, referring to the characteristics of having the ability to identify, express, understand, 

regulate, and use emotions. Similarly, they state emotional competency (intelligence) is a strong 

indicator of a person’s social-emotional awareness (Mayer and Salovey, 1997; Bar-On, 2010; 

Nelis et al. 2011).  

I also found support in the literature for the interconnected relationships between 

feedback, self-awareness, and learning. Mulder (2013) found that feedback from a lateral 

direction stimulated considerable reflection and indicated colleagues were a valuable source of 

stimulating informal learning activities (p. 17). Similarly, Grant (2013) found that when 

individuals have a level of self-awareness (knowledge) and opportunity to practice emotional 

regulation when giving feedback upward, they can voice concerns or ideas with increasing 

competency and confidence – especially when a leader models openness to learning from the 

feedback as well. Brackett, Rivers, and Salovey (2011) argued this works best when the 

employees already have high emotional competency, but that it is also a skill that can be 

developed with practice and in organizations that value learning. Building on this, Kolb’s (1984) 

Experiential Learning Model illustrates the importance of learning through experience and 

practice, where a continuous cycle of learning, reflection, and action leads to greater social and 

personal knowledge. Finally, Stone and Heen (2014) suggested, individuals who adopt a growth 

mindset are motivated to seek accurate information in order to adjust and learn. By seeing 

challenges as opportunity, the contents of feedback conversations can become useful information 

for learning. 
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For the staff, managers, and ED to design a framework for learning and self-awareness, I 

believe it will require them to collectively practice comfort with the uncomfortable emotions, 

conflict with conflict resolution, and an ongoing commitment to developing feedback skills 

throughout the Cornerstone system.  

Conclusion 2: A willingness to intentionally engage in feedback conversations 

strengthens connectivity between staff. This conclusion was derived from the findings that 

showed a strong connection between a willingness to engage in feedback conversations laterally, 

downward, and upward, and the strengthening of staff connectivity. This conclusion is informed 

by Themes 2 and 4 and is an extension of Conclusion 1. 

Everything is connected. You have choices about furthering positive connections – or 

feeding the dysfunctional ones…Serving the whole has both moral and practical benefits: 

we strive to contribute to the greater good, including our own, and to build stronger 

support for change by appreciating everyone’s interests. (Stroh, 2015, pp. 208-209) 

From this systems thinking viewpoint, Stroh (2015) offered a perspective on how 

investing in connectivity of ideas, attitudes, practices, and relationships, a group can better 

collaborate in designing and implementing lasting change. The participants in this project 

acknowledged elements of this connectivity in the beginning of the sessions, and by the end of 

Phase 2, they were expressing quite clearly their belief in the interconnectedness between 

feedback exchanges and relationships between staff. Similarly, changing or shifting their mindset 

to a more curious one required trust in the process of intentionally practicing feedback 

conversations and thereby experimenting with a new mindset. As a result of the data, I found that 

to positively improve connectivity between staff, individuals at all levels in the organization need 
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to make a commitment to understanding the impacts to relationships from feedback 

conversations in order to cultivate a willingness to engage in ongoing feedback practice. 

As was noted in Theme 2, the purpose of collaboration and communication in the work 

that staff do each day is deeply connected to the characteristics of creating a psychologically safe 

place (Edmondson, 2019). At the same time, the participants understood that responses and 

reactions to feedback can have a ripple effect (positive and negative) on relationships and 

collaboration, thereby challenging the safe space for voicing contrary ideas or not feeling heard, 

seen, or respected by colleagues at various levels. Similarly, as found in Theme 5, participants 

articulated that having a willingness to intentionally practice feedback conversations meant they 

also needed to learn to trust that if feedback is emotionally difficult, the relationship would not 

be damaged and may only require a less emotionally-driven follow up conversation. In deducing 

the data from Phases 1 and 2, I found staff consistently stated the efficacy of feedback exchanges 

was dependent on the connection they had or could form with the other person. Sometimes 

experience (life and work) was a factor and those staff modelled greater self-awareness because 

they could “step back and see the relationship system between giver and receiver” (Stone & 

Heen, 2014). Sometimes, it was a power dynamic affect – a manager giving or receiving 

feedback with a direct report that did or didn’t go well.  

These different situations either elevated interest in working on the relationship or were 

demotivating if there were only reactive feedback exchanges. However, what was also shared by 

participants was the experiences they had when they managed their emotions by listening or 

responding with a curious and learning mindset, allowing more time and space in the 

conversation to hear the other person’s perspective. They believed that this in turn increased 

connectivity, trust, and a willingness to engage in feedback conversations with that person again. 
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This reinforces the reciprocity of practicing feedback to build connection and improving 

connection by giving and receiving feedback. As Brown (2021) offered, “connection [is] the 

energy that exists between people when they feel seen, heard, and valued; when they can give 

and receive without judgement; and when they derive sustenance and strength from the 

relationship” (p. 169). By extension Senge (2006) offered, “when people become more engaged 

in and committed to their work, they are usually willing to confront more difficult issues” 

(p.282).  

With participants clearly expressing a desire for more dynamic feedback mechanisms in 

their culture, it would seem that adopting a systems thinking perspective may be beneficial. This 

would entail staff at all levels trusting that feedback is a collaborative and iterative process. As 

well, by deepening their understanding of each other and therefore strengthening the 

connectivity, the staff are more likely to work on feedback skills for the sake of the relationship. 

Conclusion 3: Developing a feedback culture is complementary to building a 

learning culture. This conclusion was derived from the interconnectedness of the themes. As 

participants began to offer ideas about the change they wanted to see in the future at 

Cornerstone, they advocated to have feedback mechanisms that were normalized through design 

and practice.  They believed this would lead to a culture of learning – something the ED aspires 

to nurture.  

Learning organizations are where people continually expand their capacity to create the 

results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 

where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to 

learn together (Senge, 2006, p.3). 
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Throughout the research process participants’ understanding of feedback evolved. During 

Phase 1 participants described lived experiences with feedback conversations, and by Phase 2 

they were advocating for feedback mechanisms that were normalized and practiced equally by 

all staff, at every level in the organization. What I found to be the most significant about this 

need for inclusivity and equality of feedback development, is that each participant stated it would 

require a sustained commitment to learning. For the ED, a goal of the research was to create an 

opportunity where the staff could expand their perceptions about feedback into more adaptive 

approaches and to employ fewer reactive and avoidance strategies. She too, wanted a sustained 

commitment to learning.  

I found this data aligned with the literature, to indicate that developing a feedback culture 

is complementary to building a learning culture. And while I feel the alignment is based on equal 

commitment throughout the levels in the organization, I believe the ED will play a significant 

role in helping staff to see the larger system and modeling ongoing learning from feedback 

conversations. Senge, Hamilton, and Kania (2015) espoused that a systems leader inspires 

change by “learning how to use the tension between vision and reality to inspire truly new 

approaches” (p. 29). Similarly, Coutifaris and Grant (2021) found that leaders who shared 

learning from feedback they received, normalized vulnerability, and showed humility, 

subsequently encouraging feedback-sharing at other levels in the organization (p.12). This is 

valuable insight into the impact the ED could have on the culture of feedback, simply by leading 

with her own learning experience. Building on this, Walter and Diab (2016) offered a perspective 

on leading with humility to foster a psychologically safe space for engagement and learning, “by 

acknowledging limitations and mistakes, recognizing followers’ strengths and contributions, and 

modeling teachability, leaders can create an environment in which followers can act without fear 
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of negative ramifications and can fully engage in their work” (p.16). In this way, I feel that the 

ED can lead the development of a feedback culture and simultaneously be collaborating with 

staff to build a learning culture. 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

Through a partnership with Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre 

(Cornerstone), this action research inquiry investigated the current mechanisms for giving and 

receiving feedback both formally and informally, and how those exchanges impact cohesion and 

learning in the culture of Cornerstone. The research sought to answer the primary question: 

“How might the development of dynamic feedback mechanisms cultivate learning, collaboration, 

and inclusivity in the work culture of Cornerstone?” The scope of the project involved inquiry 

questions, data collection, and findings, all of which were viewed through a systems thinking 

lens. The small group and interview engagement methods allowed participants to share the 

complexities of the feedback mechanisms that operate in the Cornerstone system. They shared 

the interconnectedness of their thinking, feeling, and behaviour when engaged in feedback 

conversations, and how they aspire to individually and collectively normalize these exchanges 

through more practice across the entire organizations, and in all directions (upward, downward, 

and laterally). 

From my position as researcher, I believe the limitations to the research are minimal 

when considering its intended scope. For example, while the expanse of data formed a range of 

ideas for potential lasting change, the limitations of the study were primarily related to number of 

participants able to or interested in participating. Although the 14 of the potential 25 staff at 

Cornerstone offered a substantial amount of data spanning the different levels of the 

organization, ideally all voices would have been heard and their perspectives included in the 
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overall vision for change. This was certainly no fault of Cornerstone nor was it in the design of 

the research project; it simply is a reality of a shift-work type of environment and the nature of 

crisis centre operations. Perhaps another limiting factor was the Covid-19 pandemic which 

prevented in-person engagements that would allow for staff to engage in a session and be able to 

return to work or personal life more easily. Virtual sessions allowed for flexibility to engage 

wherever participants had access, thereby minimizing potential in-person barriers. It is 

significant to note that the ED made a commitment to ensure every staff member had an 

opportunity to engage in the project through scheduling support and adaptability of shift timing. 

Similarly, I ensured that each staff member was given an engagement opportunity that best fit 

their schedule. Of course, there is also the possibility that the topic itself did not feel comfortable 

to individuals. I would not want to assume the reasons why nor the context of the limitations to 

participating. I am simply grateful to have offered the opportunity to those who chose to 

participate. Like many research projects, participation is key to knowledge development, but 

when working with humans, it cannot (and should not) be forced. From a broader perspective, I 

feel the research has the potential for expansion that would possibly minimize limitations to the 

project completed here. I offer a perspective on this in Chapter 5, Implications for Future 

Inquiry.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the study findings and put forward conclusions connecting those 

findings to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 and my interpretations of the data. Through small 

group discussions and interviews this study identified five themes as follows: 

1. How participants have understood and experienced the giving and receiving of feedback. 

2. The role of feedback in fostering or challenging psychological safety. 
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3. How emotional regulation influences self-awareness and ongoing approaches to 

feedback.  

4. Considering interpersonal connectivity as a means to normalize feedback practices. 

5. How intentional construction and nurturing of feedback mechanisms impacts confidence 

and competency. 

These themes informed the study conclusions, which were as follows: 

• the reciprocal relationship between giving and receiving feedback provides a 

framework for learning and improves self-awareness. 

• a willingness to intentionally engage in feedback conversations strengthens 

connectivity between staff. 

• developing a feedback culture is complementary to building a learning culture. 

This chapter also offered a summary of the scope and limitations of the study. The 

following chapter outlines the recommendations of the study, the implications for Cornerstone, 

and puts forward some ideas regarding future research possibilities. 
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Chapter 5: Inquiry Implications 

Recommendations 

The data in this research emerged from courageous and reflective conversations by the 

participants; without their work, there would not be identifiable actions for change. The stories, 

observations, espousing of values, the humble realizations, and the belief in the need to do better, 

highlight the importance of learning from those on the inside of a system. The findings from this 

research aligned what literature and theories have confirmed many times before: becoming good 

at giving and receiving feedback is really hard work.  

I believe this thesis contributes to knowledge about how feedback mechanisms in work 

cultures can be improved. By identifying current practises in giving and receiving feedback, and 

aspirations for change, the data provide insight into the way staff at all levels in an organisation 

can develop and cultivate dynamic methods for feedback that are sustainable. The findings 

support the literature on the impact feedback can have on the development of trust, collaboration, 

and psychological safety in an organisation and how a commitment to sharing knowledge and 

modelling learning from feedback can influence positive change in behaviours at all employee 

levels. As well, the study offers a perspective on the barriers to giving and receiving of feedback 

that may originate in individual thinking and behaviour but also permeate into working 

relationships and further into a work culture. While in any organization’s staff can have a diverse 

set of skills and experience, a common characteristic most share is what Stone and Heen (2014) 

referred to as, “a drive to learn and a longing for acceptance” (p.8). I learned about the 

challenges of giving feedback upward and how effective feedback-receiving practices can lessen 

the perceived power gap between levels in an organization.  
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The intention behind these recommendations is to offer my humble interpretation of the 

data and my insight as an outsider gifted with the opportunity to visit and listen to the process of 

change. Drawing on my experiential educator experience and knowledge, I have framed the 

recommendations as three cyclical actions: engage, practice, build. Each recommendation is 

expanded on and are as follows: 

Recommendation 1: Engage Staff should explore feedback conversations for their own 

improved self-awareness and to cultivate a learning organization for future staff to follow. To 

navigate with confidence and competency the complex emotions that are part of feedback 

conversations, ideally staff would commit to engaging in the uncomfortable, the potential 

conflict, and the relationship fragility of feedback conversations, to arrive at growth-based 

connections. Through daily practice, professional development opportunities, and intentional 

conversations on how to cultivate a learning organization, staff can improve their self-awareness 

and by extension their emotional competency. As the findings and literature of this project 

revealed, this can lead to stronger interpersonal connections and greater overall confidence and 

competency.  

Perhaps staff could consider a formula as a model for engaging, such as choosing to 

identify if the feedback is appreciative, coaching, or evaluative. Stone and Heen (2014) offered 

specific and valuable insights into these types of feedback in their book, Thanks for the 

Feedback; the science and art of receiving feedback well.  

Through this recommendation to “Engage” I believe staff will experience greater 

personal growth which will lead to a more psychologically safe environment and raise the status 

of courage and vulnerability over perfection. As one participant offered, 
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An ideal feedback culture would have me feeling valued and inspired to engage in more 

feedback that not only helps the processes and tasks of daily work to run well, but also 

help build my confidence to contribute the collective effort of better feedback systems. 

While this recommendation may require resources and planning, I believe it would not 

prevent staff from starting to engage in their individual growth. 

Recommendation 2: Practice Cornerstone should adopt dynamic feedback practices 

into the organization that are open and include all directions (downward, laterally, and upward). 

Much like introducing feedback practices into the daily practices of an organization, they are 

more successful and impactful if it becomes part of the culture. As the findings showed, the 

difference between dynamic and static feedback mechanisms was the willingness to practice 

giving and receiving feedback in any direction, including staff to manager, ED to manager, staff 

to staff, etc. To shift the focus and purpose of feedback conversations from primarily operations-

based to ones that are designed to inform, develop, innovate, and create, there will need to be an 

intentional framework for feedback and a transparent process for learning. Dynamic feedback 

mechanisms imply that learning and engagement is an iterative process, as opposed to static 

where the process for giving and receiving feedback is much more linear and doesn’t allow for 

the growth of all staff at every level. As the literature and findings supported, to have a true 

learning organization, there needs to be a clear and understood framework that everyone is 

practicing under. A possible activity to assist the process of designing dynamic feedback 

mechanisms would be for staff to collectively create a systems map. Through this type of 

experience, all staff at every level could see and own their place in the system and identify ways 

to practice forging collaborative and dynamic connections. I believe a healthy culture is 
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tantamount to a diverse ecosystem where coexisting in the environment means valuing the role 

each person can play in its sustainability.  

Having dynamic feedback mechanisms was clearly expressed as a priority in the data. As 

one participant stated, “I want Cornerstone to be a place where expressing how you feel or what 

you need to grow is normalized through feedback conversations, no matter who is giving it or 

receiving it”.  

Recommendation 3: Build Leadership should use guiding principles rooted in the data 

of this thesis, to build an integrated system where knowledge and experience with feedback are 

embedded into existing onboarding and staff development practices. With this recommendation, 

I intended to reflect the ideas expressed in the preliminary conversation with the Cornerstone 

ED, where we spoke of a tangible outcome like a feedback toolkit. While the pandemic 

restrictions have impacted the co-creation of this toolkit, I believe I have captured an option that 

reflects that initial conversation and all of the insight offered by participants in the research. 

Again, drawing on my experience as an educator, I used my knowledge of the Universal Design 

for Learning which is a framework to improve and optimize teaching and learning for all people 

based on scientific insights into how humans learn (for more information on this framework, I 

suggest visiting: http://www.cast.org).  

Step 1: The focus would be for the ED, managers, and staff to construct one to two 

guiding principles that each level of the organization practices and aims to achieve through 

feedback conversations, then share and make these guiding principles a part of ongoing meetings 

and conversations. 

Step 2: Drawing on the diverse knowledge and experience the staff, managers, and ED 

could contribute to a Feedback Design Kit. Then using a model that allows for fluid engagement, 

http://www.cast.org/
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in order to minimize barriers to accessing the learning and contribution process, the Cornerstone 

Method of Feedback can be formed. An excellent, proven model can be trialled at 

www.designkit.org/methods. 

Step 3: With new or future employees embed these guiding principles into the 

onboarding process. As well, a question to ask a new staff on their very first day, “How do you 

like to receive and give feedback?” 

Step 4: Revisit the entire process each year, ideally as a whole team. Leaning on the 

principles of positive psychology, all staff should and can be part of the initiating the activation 

of positive experiences and reflection. 

Organizational Implications 

This section describes the organizational implications of this study for Cornerstone. 

Using the foundational inquiry question of, “How might the development of dynamic feedback 

mechanisms cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in the work culture of 

Cornerstone?” findings, conclusions, and recommendations were offered and shared with the 

ED. The ownership of implementation, however, ultimately lies with the ED and all staff at 

Cornerstone. As the data revealed, all participants felt that to change feedback into dynamic 

mechanisms, there has to be a collective and generative effort by all – it is a process that will 

take time and practice. Again, as I stated in the beginning, I understood my role as a researcher 

was to create the space for dialogue, frame the research and exploration of change, and offer the 

data in a meaningful form for the staff of Cornerstone to use in their work on feedback. In 

addition, there remains a potential opportunity for enhancing motivation for change with a 

culminating group event intended to occur when covid pandemic restrictions are removed for in-

http://www.designkit.org/methods
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person gathering. Until then, I believe these recommendations offer concrete methods and ideas 

for taking the bold steps to transform an idea into a reality.  

Laszlo (2012) defined systems thinking as "the beginning of a transformative learning 

process that could lead to an expansion of consciousness and the emergence of new ways of 

being" (p. 97). To this end, for the ED to lead change, there needs to be a collective 

understanding of the interconnectedness of feedback processes amongst all staff. As outlined in 

the recommendations, I believe the transformation begins with the staff orienting their energy 

and efforts toward engaging, practicing, and building dynamic feedback mechanisms. As 

illustrated in the findings, staff have expanded their consciousness through the research phases 

and have articulated their ideas for change. What is left then is the commitment to engage in new 

ways of being. For this to occur I believe the ED will need to draw on her passion for a learning 

culture and begin with modelling her own learning that has emerged from years of receiving 

feedback. As Coutifaris and Grant (2021) espoused, when leaders share feedback learnings, they 

normalize vulnerability and create an important avenue for building an environment in which 

employees feel comfortable in offering feedback. And as Brown (2015) offered, vulnerability is 

the gateway to courageous conversations that can transform relationships into connections of 

trust and support. 

While leading with humility and openness offers a space for acknowledging limitations 

and mistakes (Walters & Diab, 2016), as positive psychologists have suggested, the mindset of 

followers requires a commitment to engage in change by capitalizing on strengths and activating 

positive experiences (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Boniwell, 2017). As well, improving 

emotional competency has the potential to inform and positively influence feedback exchanges at 
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all levels. “Understanding the causes and consequences of the uneasiness is informative to both 

managing the feeling and making a decision” (Brackett et al., 2011). 

From a systems perspective, the transformation relies on the collective effort (Stroh, 

2015; Senge, 2006). “Coordinated action takes place in the physical realm…convening and 

thinking systemically…this encourages people to orient actions toward goals that serve the 

whole over time” (pp. 208-209). An additional influencer of collaboration in change is trust. As 

was highlighted in the literature review, trust is a significant factor in the development of 

relationships and in particular during change. Trust promotes cooperation, creativity, comfort 

with risk, and supports vulnerability (Advani & Takaku, 2021). Therefore, to implement the 

recommendations offered, it will take a collective effort and willingness to engage, practice, and 

build the dynamic feedback systems the staff of Cornerstone desire. 

What this action research process showed was the potential learning and self-awareness 

that can evolve from first having catalytic conversations about feedback and then second, making 

a commitment to ongoing practice. For Cornerstone, this is what it would mean to develop 

dynamic feedback mechanisms – conversations that are characterized by continuous change and 

progress. If the practice becomes an intentional framework that staff consistently engage in at all 

levels, it may truly evolve to a learning organization (Senge, 2006). For the staff who have yet to 

work at Cornerstone, that would mean a culture where collaboration, inclusivity, and learning is 

the only environment they may know. For that, gratitude is owed to the current staff, managers, 

and ED for the work they have done through choosing to engage in this research. Your work has 

now become part of the Cornerstone legacy. 

Not implementing the recommendations. If the recommendations are not implemented 

fully across the Cornerstone organization, I suspect that there may still be opportunities for 
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feedback conversations to improve and a willingness to collaborate on improving the confidence 

and competence of giving and receiving feedback. The most significant element that would 

continue to keep some unproductive mental models about feedback in place is the unwillingness 

to improve feedback exchanges laterally and upward. As articulated in the findings, this is one of 

the most challenging feedback skills to develop, yet one of the most impactful for a culture, not 

to mention an effective way to truly embody the characteristics and behaviours of a learning 

organization. Perhaps the simplest approach to begin with is being open and courageous when 

feedback conversations are hard, to engage through listening first and allow time to process, then 

commit to returning to the conversation with the intention to build/repair the connection. 

Investing in the individual and collective growth is something I truly believe the staff of 

Cornerstone already do; this could be considered just another part of their learning journey.  

Implications for Future Inquiry 

I believe that this research project, albeit small in comparison to extensive longitudinal 

studies, is valuable in its own right. Small non-profit organizations often do not have the 

resources (monetarily or in people) to commit to complex research projects, yet they are the 

backbones of many communities across this country, and as such deserve a voice in the 

collection of data that often informs funding channels and policy makers. To this end, I feel this 

project added to the research on the complexities of feedback mechanisms and their impact on 

work cultures. However, future inquiries might investigate the following: 

• How feedback mechanisms in work cultures are impacted by the interconnectedness 

of systems between non-profit organizations and their supporting agencies, funding 

sources, and government structures. 
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• How improving the connections between human behaviour (thinking, feeling, acting) 

and the design of dynamic feedback mechanisms could create an equal balance of 

upward, lateral, and downward giving and receiving of feedback more effortlessly 

between the levels in an organization. 

• How social service and education work cultures could become more collaborative and 

cohesive with dynamic feedback mechanisms that are founded in experiential 

learning principles. 

Thesis Summary 

The purpose of this research was to investigate how developing feedback mechanisms 

can enhance the work culture of Cornerstone. The design of the research experience focused on 

Cornerstone's vision for change, using an action-oriented research methodology and appreciative 

inquiry approach to identify the external and internal pressures that might be causing the 

symptoms of the problem. With a clearly defined and ethical sequence of engagements, I 

implemented a plan that provided an inclusive and equitable experience for participants.  

Knowing that fear, shame, identity, self-worth, and motivation exist in the realm of 

giving and receiving feedback (Stone & Heen, 2014; Brown, 2018), I understood at the outset, 

the importance of planning engagements where individuals could feel safe to share, create, learn, 

and innovate (Edmondson, 2019). By extension, I leaned on my knowledge and experience as an 

educator and leader, to establish an experiential learning process that cultivated open dialogue 

and opportunities to practice giving and receiving feedback. It is my humble belief that the 

research provided insight into giving feedback when it is informed by those who receive it. I 

listened and learned from the participants and observed how together, whether they are givers or 



Running Head: DYNAMIC FEEDBACK MECHANISMS IN WORK CULTURES 

 

98 

receivers of feedback, collectively they make their culture (system) an interconnected learning 

environment. 

Upon completion of the research and the formation of the recommendations, I had a 

fulsome conversation with the ED of Cornerstone. I provided a summary of the process and how 

the themes, conclusions, and recommendations were all shaped by the shared experiences, 

perspectives, and ideas of the participants. We discussed how the primary inquiry question feels 

answered, and that the real work begins with the implementation. The ED shared that many of 

the staff who participated have voiced an interest in taking the steps to keep feedback learning a 

priority. And as a leader, she shared great enthusiasm for the opportunity to support the staff and 

mangers in actioning change. We discussed that the process of changing behaviour, thinking, and 

action when engaging in feedback conversations will take time and practice, and agreed that the 

research project offered an opportunity to kickstart this change. The ED appreciated that each 

recommendation has components of both individual and collaborative work, where responsibility 

is required by all staff members, regardless of position or experience in the organization. She 

identified that to normalize feedback practices there needs to be a collective support to achieve 

improvement in collaboration, connection, inclusivity, and self-awareness. She was pleased that 

the recommendations align well with other strategic and planning directives that are currently 

underway in the organization. These include a new HR plan, an Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion 

process, and a new three-year strategic plan.  

Finally, we discussed how to make the recommendations happen and to ensure 

collaborative work remains central to the change process. She feels this can begin with sharing 

the recommendations with staff and starting to plan some of the operational pieces in 

recommendation three (Build). She shared that the staff would like to gather in-person, once 
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pandemic restrictions are lifted (late spring, early summer 2022). The participants have 

expressed they would prefer this so that all can share their ideas on how to make changes 

happen. 

In closing this thesis, I would like to offer my perspective on the experience. Through the 

research process, I came to see that the staff at Cornerstone are gifted listeners; it is part of their 

craft and how they have been an incredibly effective organization for over 39 years, serving 

hundreds of women, children, youth, and families. It would be my hope that the staff have an 

opportunity to enrich their work by leveraging their listening abilities to transform their culture 

into an ongoing learning space. For this, Scharmer and Kaufer (2013) offered, 

The impact of deeper levels of listening is profound: They function like a welding flame 

on the process of social reality creation. They can melt the walls of habitual interaction 

that keep us separate from the world, from one another, and from ourselves (p. 169). 

I believe that strengthening our individual capacities for giving and receiving feedback 

can influence how we collectively change the way we communicate, the way we build 

connections, and above all, the way we listen and learn. 
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Appendix A: Concept Systems Map: Cornerstone with dynamic feedback 

mechanisms 
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Appendix B: Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre Organization Chart 

 

 

  



Running Head: DYNAMIC FEEDBACK MECHANISMS IN WORK CULTURES 

 

109 

Appendix C: Engagement Methods & Engagement Process (pp 109-112) 

Engagement Methods 

Phase 1  

Staff 

Dialogue & Discover 
1. Set the container (20min) 
2. Heard, Seen, Respected (35min) 
3. Pattern & Practice (25min) 
4. Clarity & Close (10min) 

Staff 
* # of groups depending on 
scheduling. 

90 minutes 

Phase 1 

Managers 

Dialogue & Discover 
1. Set the container (20min) 
2. Wicked Questions (25min) 
3. Pattern & Practice (25min) 
4. Clarity & Close (10min) 

Managers (6) 80-90 

minutes 

Phase 2  

Staff 

Re-Group (Review Findings) 
1. Courage & Imagination (25min) 
2. Lasting Change (25min) 
3. Clarity & Close (10min) 

Staff 60 

minutes 

Phase 2 

Managers 

Re-Group (Review Findings) 
1. Courage & Imagination (25min) 
2. Lasting Change (25min) 
3. Clarity & Close (10min) 

Managers 60 minutes 

Phase 1 & 2 

(ED) 

P1: 1-1 Appreciative Interview 
P2: 1-1 Re-Group (Review Findings) 

E.D. P1: 60 mins 

P2: 60 mins 
Phase 3 Contribution & Recommendations (To be confirmed) 

 
All 60 minutes 

Engagement Process 

Engagement Questions Facilitation Tools/Prompts 

Phase 1 Staff Setting the Container:  
• Explain the Agenda 
• Introduction: name & role 
• Icebreaker question: What have you recently done for the 

first time? 

• Slide with Agenda 
• Each person speaks 

Heard, Seen, Respected (modified) 
Inform: Parallel feelings of doing something for the first time with 
changing a behaviour and change in a system. Types of Feedback 
(Appreciative, Coaching, Evaluative) & Systems Thinking 
Current Reality:  
When you give feedback:  
• is that feedback given laterally, downward, or upward? 
• what is that experience like for you? 

When you receive feedback:  
• is that feedback received laterally, downward, or upward? 
• what is that experience like for you? 
Heard, Seen, Respected:  
• Tell a time when you gave feedback that you felt was heard, 

seen, or respected? 
• Tell a time when you received feedback that made you feel 

you were heard, seen, or respected? 
• How do these compare to times that were not positive? 

• Slide with Types of Feedback & 
Systems thinking brief overview 

 
• Listen and record. 

Pattern 
• What are some of the patterns you noticed about giving 

feedback - in the Current Reality and the Heard, Seen, 
Respected activities? 

• Listen and record 
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• What are some of the patterns you noticed about receiving 
feedback - in the Current Reality and the Heard, Seen, 
Respected activities? 

Practice 
• Set the Focus: Improving/developing feedback 
• What is one type of feedback you would like to practice 

giving in the next two weeks? (Support them in lateral and 
upward feedback) 

• What is one thing you will try to practice when receiving 
feedback in the next two weeks? (Support curiosity, clarity, 
calm) 

Clarity & Close: Clarify the plan and Check-out 

• Slide: How can we improve/develop 
feedback skills? 

• Listen and record 

Phase 1 
Managers 

Setting the Container:  
• Explain the Agenda 
• Introduction: name & role 
• Icebreaker question: You are called to be brave in a moment, 

what is the first thing you do? What is something that people 
sometimes get wrong about you? 

• Slide with Agenda 
• Each person speaks 
• Listen and record 

Wicked Questions (modified) 
• Inform: Parallel feelings of doing something that requires 

courage with changing a behaviour/mindset and change in a 
system. Feedback & Systems Thinking (Reduces judgement, 
enhances accountability, uncovers root causes). Review 
Types of Feedback (Appreciative, Coaching, Evaluative). 

• Current Reality:  
How often do you give feedback? What type 

is it? Is that feedback given laterally? Do you give 
feedback upward?  

How often do you receive feedback? What 
does it look like – casual/formal? What type is it? Is that 
feedback received laterally? 

• Heard, Seen, Respected: (abbreviated version from Staff 
engagement – only 6 managers) 

Tell a time when you gave feedback that you 
felt was heard, seen, or respected? 

Tell a time when you received feedback that 
made you feel you were heard, seen, or respected? 

How do these compare to times that were not 
positive? 

• Wicked Questions: Think of how feedback functions in the 
system.  

How is it that we are…and we are …simultaneously? Construct as 
many wicked questions as you can in 10 minutes. Choose top 2. 

• Slide with Types of Feedback & 
Systems thinking brief overview 

 
 
 
 

• Listen and record. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Listen and record 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Listen and record 
 

Pattern 
• What are some of the patterns you noticed about giving 

feedback - in the three activities? 
• What are some of the patterns you noticed about receiving 

feedback - in the three activities? 
Practice 
• Set the Focus: Improving/developing feedback strategies and 

behaviour 
• What is one type of feedback you would like to practice 

giving in the next two weeks? (Support them in lateral and 
upward feedback) 

• What is one thing you will try to practice when receiving 
feedback in the next two weeks? (Support curiosity, clarity, 
calm) 

Clarity & Close: Clarify the plan and Check-out 

 
• Listen and record 

 
 

 
• Slide: How can we improve/develop 

feedback strategies and behaviour? 
• Listen and record 

 
 
 
 
 
 

• Slide: Clarity & Close 
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Phase 2 Staff Re-Group (Review Findings) 
Inform: Review briefly what we looked at last time and the 
feedback strategy that each person wanted to try to practice. 
Courage & Imagination 
• Being Brave: What did you try, what did you notice? 
• Imagine: Imagine all of your colleagues will support you in 

your change. Imagine a learning culture where feedback 
mechanisms are sustained. What does that feel and look like? 

Lasting Change 
If you were to do less of what’s not working, and a lot more of 
what is working, how would that change the way you spend your 
time and energy? How would your culture be better able to do 
more of what its really good at? 
• What do you want more of? 
• What does the culture need? 
• What will you commit to individually and collectively? 
• Next steps & Uncertainties 
Clarity & Close: Future Focus & Check-out 

• Slides with guiding questions 
• Listen and Record 

 
 
 
 
 
 

• Slide: Lasting Change 
• Listen and record 

Phase 2 
Managers 

Re-Group (Review Findings) 
Inform: Review briefly what we looked at last time and the 
feedback strategy that each person wanted to try to practice. 
Courage & Imagination 
• Being Brave: What did you try, what did you notice? 
• Imagine: Imagine all of your colleagues will support you in 

your change. Imagine a learning culture where feedback 
mechanisms are sustained. What does that feel and look like? 

Lasting Change 
If you were to do less of what’s not working, and a lot more of 
what is working, how would that change the way you spend your 
time and energy? How would your culture be better able to do 
more of what its really good at? 
• What do you want more of? 
• What does the culture need? 
• What will you commit to individually and collectively? 
• Next steps & Uncertainties 
Clarity & Close: Future Focus & Check-out 

• Slides with guiding questions 
• Listen and Record 

 
 
 
 
 
 

• Slide: Lasting Change 
• Listen and record 

Phase 1 ED 1-1 Appreciative Interview 
Video interview – share pieces with the staff for phase 3 
• What is your biggest challenge as an individual and as an ED 

when giving or receiving feedback? 
• With a feedback focus: What do you want more of? 
• With a feedback focus: What does the culture need? 
• When you give/receive feedback, what is that experience like 

for you?  
• What are some of the patterns you notice about giving and 

receiving feedback in the culture of Cornerstone (laterally, 
downward, and/or upward)? 

• What might an effective feedback culture look like at 
Cornerstone? What would be different? 

• If you could create a new culture that competed with your 
current one: what would you do differently, what would you 
improve upon? 

• What technique or strategy would you personally like to 
practice when giving and receiving feedback? 

• Knowing this, what will you commit to individually and as a 
leader? 

• Listen and Record 

Phase 2 ED 1-1 Re-Group (Review Findings) • Guiding questions 
• Listen and Record 
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Inform: Review briefly what we looked at last time and the 
feedback strategy that you wanted to try to practice. 
Courage & Imagination 
• Being Brave: What did you try, what did you notice? 
• Imagine: Imagine all of your colleagues will support you in 

your change. Imagine a learning culture where feedback 
mechanisms are sustained. What does that feel and look like? 

Lasting Change 
If you were to do less of what’s not working, and a lot more of 
what is working, how would that change the way you spend your 
time and energy? How would your culture be better able to do 
more of what its really good at? 
• What do you want more of? 
• What does the culture need? 
• What will you commit to individually and collectively? 
• Next steps & Uncertainties 
Clarity & Close: Future Focus & Check-out 

Final Phase 
ALL 
Employees 

Contribution & Recommendations 
Share & Celebrate (To be confirmed) 

• Share – Staff to Manager, Manager to ED – upward 
feedback 

• Share – ED to Manager, Manager to Staff – downward 
feedback 

• Graphic draw conversation 
High points of Thesis & Change Opportunities 
 

• Format to be determined 
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Appendix D: Participant Documents: Invitation; Research Information & Consent; 

Feedback Questions (pp. 113-125) 

Invitation to Staff Members for Feedback Research Engagement 

Dear Cornerstone Staff Member, 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This 
project is part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads 
University. This project has been approved by the Nancy Johnston, Executive Director, and I 
have been given permission to contact potential participants for this purpose. 

The purpose of my research is to explore the ways in which employees give and receive 
feedback, and what opportunities currently exist in the Cornerstone culture to develop feedback 
mechanisms that would cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in your work culture.   

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are an employee of 
Cornerstone and I would like to learn from you how feedback contributes to your personal and 
professional growth as a member of the Cornerstone culture. If you are interested in learning 
how the giving and receiving of feedback influences your knowledge, experience, and skill 
development at work, and how it impacts the culture of your workplace, I hope you will consider 
participating. 

The research project will consist of two phases. Each phase will have small-group 
engagement activities, lasting 90 minutes. The plan will be to host these engagements on Zoom 
with the option of in-person if the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions for gathering are removed in 
our area. I will work with Nancy to coordinate schedules of Staff, with the tentative plan for 
Phase 1 to occur on: ______date/time, and Phase 2 to occur on: _____date/time. Phase 1 will be 
a discussion on the topic of feedback followed by an opportunity to identify techniques or 
strategies to trial for two weeks. Phase 2 will be opportunity to review their collective 
experiences and design solutions for changing/developing feedback mechanisms that could 
benefit all employees and the organization as a whole. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will 
enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please 
review this information before responding.  

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time, without prejudice. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding 
the project and its outcomes.  

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me, Ugette 
Vanderpost. 

Sincerely, 
Ugette Vanderpost 
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Invitation to Managers for Feedback Research Engagement 

Dear Cornerstone Manager, 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This 
project is part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads 
University. This project has been approved by the Nancy Johnston, Executive Director, and I 
have been given permission to contact potential participants for this purpose. 

The purpose of my research is to explore the ways in which employees give and receive 
feedback, and what opportunities currently exist in the Cornerstone culture to develop feedback 
mechanisms that would cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in your work culture.   

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are an employee of 
Cornerstone, and I would like to learn from you how feedback contributes to your personal and 
professional growth as a member of the Cornerstone culture. If you are interested in learning 
how the giving and receiving of feedback influences your knowledge, experience, and skill 
development at work, and how it impacts the culture of your workplace, I hope you will consider 
participating. 

The research project will consist of two phases. Each phase will have small-group 
engagement activities, lasting 90 minutes. The plan will be to host these engagements on Zoom 
with the option of in-person if the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions for gathering are removed in 
our area. I will work with Nancy to coordinate schedules of Managers, with the tentative plan for 
Phase 1 to occur on: ______date/time, and Phase 2 to occur on: _____date/time. Phase 1 will 
focus on the topic of feedback, followed by an opportunity to identify techniques or strategies to 
trial for two weeks. Phase 2 will be opportunity to review their collective experiences and design 
solutions for changing/developing feedback mechanisms that could benefit all employees and the 
organization as a whole. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will 
enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please 
review this information before responding.  

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time, without prejudice. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding 
the project and its outcomes.  

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me, Ugette 
Vanderpost, at. 

 
Sincerely, 
Ugette Vanderpost 
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Invitation to Executive Director for Feedback Research Engagement 

Dear Nancy, 

I would like to invite you to be part of the research project that we have formed a 
partnership around. As you know, this project is part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree 
in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. This project has been approved by yourself, Nancy 
Johnston, Executive Director, and we have discussed your opportunity to engage in the research 
separate from other participants. 

The purpose of my research is to explore the ways in which employees give and receive 
feedback, and what opportunities currently exist in the Cornerstone culture to develop feedback 
mechanisms that would cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in your work culture.   

I am interested in learning from you, as the leader of Cornerstone and whose 
responsibility it is to give feedback to all employees of the organization, how feedback 
contributes to your personal and professional growth as a member of the Cornerstone culture. I 
also recognize that you receive feedback from your Board of Directors, and potentially staff who 
directly report to you. If you are interested in learning how the giving and receiving of feedback 
influences your knowledge, experience, and skill development at work, and how it impacts the 
culture of your workplace, I hope you will consider participating. 

The research project will consist of a two-part engagement phase for your employees 
(small-group activities) and a two-part engagement phase in a 1-1 format with you and me. The 
research framework is designed to ensure all levels of the Cornerstone organization, including 
you as the executive director, have an opportunity to contribute to the desired change. In Phase 1, 
I will conduct a 60-minute interview, delivered in an appreciative inquiry style. The focus of the 
interview will be to learn about your experience and knowledge of giving and receiving feedback 
(both as an individual and as a leader). Phase 2, will again be a 1-1, 60-minute session where you 
will have the opportunity to reflect, share your observations, and design solutions for 
changing/developing feedback mechanisms that could benefit all employees and the organization 
as a whole. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will 
enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please 
review this information before responding.  

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time, without prejudice. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding 
the project and its outcomes.  

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me, Ugette 
Vanderpost. 

Sincerely, 
Ugette Vanderpost 
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Research Information & Consent Letter for Staff 

Research Study Topic: Feedback Mechanisms in Work Cultures 

My name is Ugette Vanderpost, and this research project is part of the requirement for a 
Master’s of Leadership at Royal Roads University. You can confirm my registration at Royal 
Roads University by contacting my Thesis Supervisor, Dr. Guy Nasmyth: 
guy.nasmyth@royalroads.ca. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
The purpose of my research project is to investigate and identify how feedback 

mechanisms can become dynamic in work cultures (systems). My objective is to support the 
employees of Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre (Cornerstone) in developing 
feedback mechanisms that will cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in their work 
culture. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 
I intend to complete a cycle of action research by using methods of inquiry that stimulate 

dialogue and critical thinking to co-create change. The research project will consist of two 
phases. Phase 1 will be a 90 minute, small-group engagement activity where Staff will discuss 
the topic of feedback, followed by an opportunity to identify techniques or strategies to trial for 
two weeks. The questions in this phase may include: 

• When you give/receive feedback, what is that experience like for you?  
• What are some of the patterns you notice about giving and receiving feedback in the 

culture of Cornerstone (laterally, downward, and/or upward)? 
• What might an effective feedback culture look like at Cornerstone? What would be 

different? 
• What technique or strategy would you personally like to practice when giving and 

receiving feedback? 
 
Phase 2 will be a 90 minute, small-group engagement activity where Staff will review 

their collective experiences and collaboratively design solutions for changing/developing 
feedback mechanisms that could benefit all employees, and the organization as a whole.  

The data from each phase will be collected via audio recordings during virtual 
sessions/audio recordings during in-person sessions. In addition, data will be collected through 
notetaking during discussions and participant reflections. No names will be attributed to the data 
collected throughout the research process. 

Benefits and risks to participation 
This research project is an opportunity for Cornerstone employees to establish a 

purposeful and meaningful learning process in which to practice giving and receiving feedback. 
Another benefit is the co-creation of knowledge about feedback and how it can positively 
contribute to change at all levels in the organization. As well, the research supports 
Cornerstone’s strategic plan for fostering a resilient and robust organization. Finally, through 
dialogue, systems thinking, and the development of a curious and positive mindset, this capstone 
has the potential to contribute to a broader understanding of feedback mechanisms in work 
cultures. There are no risks associated with this research as participation is completely voluntary 
and withdrawal from participating can occur at any time without prejudice. 

mailto:guy.nasmyth@royalroads.ca
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Inquiry team 
As part of my research project, I will have the support and guidance of a team of experts 

and professionals. They will ensure my work as a researcher reflects an authentic and ethical 
process for participants. 

Real or Perceived Power-Over 
As Cornerstone has a hierarchical leadership structure, I have intentionally divided 

participants into three separate groupings for engagement activities:  
Group 1 – Staff 
Group 2 – Managers 
Group 3 – Executive Director 
This is in an effort to ensure participants are grouped based on their level in the 

organization. While this does address the identified roles of power (positions of authority), it 
cannot address perceived roles of power that may exist within employee dynamics. The primary 
objective is to collect data that can support, empower, and build collaboration and inclusion 
across the entire organizational structure, by developing effective feedback mechanisms. I 
disclose this information here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not 
to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 

maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet 
in my home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts, audio files, and/or Zoom session 
recordings) will be stored on a password protected drive on my laptop. Information will be 
recorded in hand-written and/or audio formats and, where appropriate, summarized, in 
anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All 
documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Given that this research study includes a group 
discussion, it is not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymous from one another. I 
will ask participants to respect the confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or 
identifying comments outside of the group. While participants will share personal stories, 
opinions or information during the group sessions, the data derived from the session will be not 
be attributed to specific individuals. Data/information will not be retained pertaining to an 
identifiable individual who has withdrawn at any time. While the thesis will contain an analysis 
of the data collected during the entire research project, the raw data will be kept for a period of 1 
year following my graduation from RRU, after which it will be destroyed. 

Sharing results 
In addition to submitting my thesis to Royal Roads University (RRU) in partial 

fulfillment for a Master’s in Leadership, I will also share my research findings with all 
Cornerstone employees at an event (date to be determined). All research participants will have 
access to the thesis as it will be published through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and 
Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI, and the RRU D-Space. Cornerstone may choose to share 
general outcomes and recommendations from the thesis, for example in an annual report and/or a 
monthly newsletter. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
Participants can withdraw at any time from this study and are invited to notify me via 

email. As stated above, data/information will not be retained pertaining to an identifiable 
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individual, therefore, it might not be possible to remove the withdrawn individual’s comments 
following withdrawal. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-
mail request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information 
above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
 
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the 

information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and 
informed consent to participate in this project and have the data you contribute used in the final 
report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). 
Your signature also indicates your consent to the transcripts, audio files, and/or Zoom session 
recordings of the small-group engagement activities. 

 
 I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the small-group engagement 

activities be included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed. 
 

 I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated (e.g., flipchart notes or 
visuals, virtual whiteboard notes or visuals thorough my participation in small-group 
engagement activities be used in this study. 

 
 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the small-group engagement activities by not 

sharing identifying information about the other participants. 
 
Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Research Information & Consent Letter for Managers 

Research Study Topic: Feedback Mechanisms in Work Cultures 

My name is Ugette Vanderpost, and this research project is part of the requirement for a 
Master’s of Leadership at Royal Roads University.   You can confirm my registration at Royal 
Roads University by contacting my Thesis Supervisor, Dr. Guy Nasmyth: 
guy.nasmyth@royalroads.ca. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
The purpose of my research project is to investigate and identify how feedback 

mechanisms can become dynamic in work cultures (systems). My objective is to support the 
employees of Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre (Cornerstone) in developing 
feedback mechanisms that will cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in their work 
culture. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 
I intend to complete a cycle of action research by using methods of inquiry that stimulate 

dialogue and critical thinking to co-create change. The research project will consist of two 
phases. Phase 1 will be a 90 minute, small-group engagement activity where Managers will 
discuss the topic of feedback, followed by an opportunity to identify techniques or strategies to 
trial for two weeks. The questions in this phase may include: 

• When you give/receive feedback, what is that experience like for you?  
• What are some of the patterns you notice about giving and receiving feedback in the 

culture of Cornerstone (laterally, downward, and/or upward)? 
• What might an effective feedback culture look like at Cornerstone? What would be 

different? 
• What technique or strategy would you personally like to practice when giving and 

receiving feedback? 
Phase 2 will be a 90 minute, small-group engagement activity where Managers will 

review their collective experiences and collaboratively design solutions for changing/developing 
feedback mechanisms that could benefit all employees, and the organization as a whole.  

The data from each phase will be collected via audio recordings during virtual 
sessions/audio recordings during in-person sessions. In addition, data will be collected through 
notetaking during discussions and participant reflections. No names will be attributed to the data 
collected throughout the research process. 

Benefits and risks to participation 
This research project is an opportunity for Cornerstone employees to establish a 

purposeful and meaningful learning process in which to practice giving and receiving feedback. 
Another benefit is the co-creation of knowledge about feedback and how it can positively 
contribute to change at all levels in the organization. As well, the research supports 
Cornerstone’s strategic plan for fostering a resilient and robust organization. Finally, through 
dialogue, systems thinking, and the development of a curious and positive mindset, this capstone 
has the potential to contribute to a broader understanding of feedback mechanisms in work 
cultures. There are no risks associated with this research as participation is completely voluntary 
and withdrawal from participating can occur at any time without prejudice. 
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Inquiry team 
As part of my research project, I will have the support and guidance of a team of experts 

and professionals. They will ensure my work as a researcher reflects an authentic and ethical 
process for participants. 

Real or Perceived Power-Over 
As Cornerstone has a hierarchical leadership structure, I have intentionally divided 

participants into three separate groupings for engagement activities:  
Group 1 – Staff 
Group 2 – Managers 
Group 3 – Executive Director 
This is in an effort to ensure participants are grouped based on their level in the 

organization. While this does address the identified roles of power (positions of authority), it 
cannot address perceived roles of power that may exist within employee dynamics. The primary 
objective is to collect data that can support, empower, and build collaboration and inclusion 
across the entire organizational structure, by developing effective feedback mechanisms. I 
disclose this information here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not 
to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 

maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet 
in my home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts, audio files, and/or Zoom session 
recordings) will be stored on a password protected drive on my laptop. Information will be 
recorded in hand-written and/or audio formats and, where appropriate, summarized, in 
anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All 
documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Given that this research study includes a group 
discussion, it is not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymous from one another. I 
will ask participants to respect the confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or 
identifying comments outside of the group. While participants will share personal stories, 
opinions or information during the group sessions, the data derived from the session will be not 
be attributed to specific individuals. Data/information will not be retained pertaining to an 
identifiable individual who has withdrawn at any time. While the thesis will contain an analysis 
of the data collected during the entire research project, the raw data will be kept for a period of 1 
year following my graduation from RRU, after which it will be destroyed. 

Sharing results 
In addition to submitting my thesis to Royal Roads University (RRU) in partial 

fulfillment for a Master’s in Leadership, I will also share my research findings with all 
Cornerstone employees at an event (date to be determined). All research participants will have 
access to the thesis as it will be published through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and 
Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI, and the RRU D-Space. Cornerstone may choose to share 
general outcomes and recommendations from the thesis, for example in an annual report and/or a 
monthly newsletter. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
Participants can withdraw at any time from this study and are invited to notify me via 

email. As stated above, data/information will not be retained pertaining to an identifiable 
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individual, therefore, it might not be possible to remove the withdrawn individual’s comments 
following withdrawal. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-
mail request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information 
above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
 
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the 

information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and 
informed consent to participate in this project and have the data you contribute used in the final 
report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). 
Your signature also indicates your consent to the transcripts, audio files, and/or Zoom session 
recordings of the small-group engagement activities. 

 
 I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the small-group engagement 

activities be included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed. 
 

 I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated (e.g., flipchart notes or 
visuals, virtual whiteboard notes or visuals thorough my participation in small-group 
engagement activities be used in this study. 

 
 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the small-group engagement activities by not 

sharing identifying information about the other participants. 
 
 
Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Research Information & Consent Letter for Executive Director 

Research Study Topic: Feedback Mechanisms in Work Cultures 

My name is Ugette Vanderpost, and this research project is part of the requirement for a 
Master’s of Leadership at Royal Roads University. You can confirm my registration at Royal 
Roads University by contacting my Thesis Supervisor, Dr. Guy Nasmyth: 
guy.nasymth@royalroads.ca. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
The purpose of my research project is to investigate and identify how feedback 

mechanisms can become dynamic in work cultures (systems). My objective is to support the 
employees of Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre (Cornerstone) in developing 
feedback mechanisms that will cultivate learning, collaboration, and inclusivity in their work 
culture. 

As you are the Executive Director of Cornerstone and the research partner, I am sharing 
the process specific to your engagement in the project, as well as the information related to your 
employees who may or may not choose to participate in the project. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 
I intend to complete a cycle of action research by using methods of inquiry that stimulate 

dialogue and critical thinking to co-create change. The research project will consist of two 
phases. Phase 1 will be a 60 minute, 1-1 appreciative interview where the focus will be on the 
topic of feedback, followed by an opportunity to identify techniques or strategies to trial for two 
weeks. The questions in this phase may include: 

• When you give/receive feedback, what is that experience like for you?  
• What are some of the patterns you notice about giving and receiving feedback in the 

culture of Cornerstone (laterally, downward, and/or upward)? 
• What might an effective feedback culture look like at Cornerstone? What would be 

different? 
• What technique or strategy would you personally like to practice when giving and 

receiving feedback? 
Phase 2 will be a 60 minute, 1-1 engagement activity where you will review experiences 

with me the researcher, and you will design solutions for changing/developing feedback 
mechanisms that could benefit all employees, and the organization as a whole.  

The data from each phase will be collected via audio recordings during virtual 
sessions/audio recordings during in-person sessions. In addition, data will be collected through 
notetaking during reflections. 

Benefits and risks to participation 
This research project is an opportunity for Cornerstone employees to establish a 

purposeful and meaningful learning process in which to practice giving and receiving feedback. 
Another benefit is the co-creation of knowledge about feedback and how it can positively 
contribute to change at all levels in the organization. As well, the research supports 
Cornerstone’s strategic plan for fostering a resilient and robust organization. Finally, through 
dialogue, systems thinking, and the development of a curious and positive mindset, this capstone 
has the potential to contribute to a broader understanding of feedback mechanisms in work 

mailto:guy.nasymth@royalroads.ca


Running Head: DYNAMIC FEEDBACK MECHANISMS IN WORK CULTURES 

 

123 

cultures. There are no risks associated with this research as participation is completely voluntary 
and withdrawal from participating can occur at any time without prejudice. 

Inquiry team 
As part of my research project, I will have the support and guidance of a team of experts 

and professionals. They will ensure my work as a researcher reflects an authentic and ethical 
process for participants. 

Real or Perceived Power-Over 
As Cornerstone has a hierarchical leadership structure, I have intentionally divided 

participants into three separate groupings for engagement activities:  
Group 1 – Staff 
Group 2 – Managers 
Group 3 – Executive Director 
This is in an effort to ensure participants are grouped based on their level in the 

organization. While this does address the identified roles of power (positions of authority), it 
cannot address perceived roles of power that may exist within employee dynamics. The primary 
objective is to collect data that can support, empower, and build collaboration and inclusion 
across the entire organizational structure, by developing effective feedback mechanisms. I 
disclose this information here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not 
to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 

maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet 
in my home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts, audio files, and/or Zoom session 
recordings) will be stored on a password protected drive on my laptop. Information will be 
recorded in hand-written and/or audio formats and, where appropriate, summarized, in 
anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All 
documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Given that this research study includes a group 
discussion, it is not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymous from one another. I 
will ask participants to respect the confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or 
identifying comments outside of the group. While participants will share personal stories, 
opinions or information during the group sessions, the data derived from the session will be not 
be attributed to specific individuals. Data/information will not be retained pertaining to an 
identifiable individual who has withdrawn at any time. While the thesis will contain an analysis 
of the data collected during the entire research project, the raw data will be kept for a period of 1 
year following my graduation from RRU, after which it will be destroyed. 

 
Sharing results 
In addition to submitting my thesis to Royal Roads University (RRU) in partial 

fulfillment for a Master’s in Leadership, I will also share my research findings with all 
Cornerstone employees at an event (date to be determined). All research participants will have 
access to the thesis as it will be published through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and 
Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI, and the RRU D-Space. Cornerstone may choose to share 
general outcomes and recommendations from the thesis, for example in an annual report and/or a 
monthly newsletter. 
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Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
Participants can withdraw at any time from this study and are invited to notify me via 

email. As stated above, data/information will not be retained pertaining to an identifiable 
individual, therefore, it might not be possible to remove the withdrawn individual’s comments 
following withdrawal. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-
mail request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information 
above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
 
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the 

information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and 
informed consent to participate in this project and have the data you contribute used in the final 
report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). 
Your signature also indicates your consent to the transcripts, audio files, and/or Zoom session 
recordings of the small-group engagement activities. 

 
 I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the small-group 

engagement activities be included in this study, provided that my identity is not 
disclosed. 

 I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated (e.g., flipchart notes or 
visuals, virtual whiteboard notes or visuals thorough my participation in small-group 
engagement activities be used in this study. 

 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the small-group engagement activities by 
not sharing identifying information about the other participants. 
 
Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ______________________________________________ 

  



Running Head: DYNAMIC FEEDBACK MECHANISMS IN WORK CULTURES 

 

125 

Feedback Questions (Following Phase 1 & 2): Sent electronically. 

Thank you for participating in today’s session.   I would like to invite you to take a few 

minutes to share your feedback with me.  Kindly complete the three brief statements below.  

Your feedback is valuable.  

I liked…. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

I wish…. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What if… 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________  
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Appendix E: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

Dear Inquiry Team Member, 
 
In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at 

Royal Roads University, Ugette Vanderpost (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry study at 
Cornerstone Family Violence Prevention Centre to investigate how feedback mechanisms 
influence work cultures (systems). You can confirm the student’s registration at Royal Roads 
University by contacting my Thesis Supervisor, Dr. Guy Nasmyth: guy.nasmyth@royalroads.ca. 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 
As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 

may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 
transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 
assist the Student and Cornerstone’s change process. In the course of this activity, you may be 
privy to confidential inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 
In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this 

inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, 
disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the 
Royal Roads Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to 
share about the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with 
Ugette Vanderpost, the Student. 

 
Statement of Informed Consent: 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
________________________ _________________________ _____________ 
 
Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 

mailto:guy.nasmyth@royalroads.ca
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