
Handling Constructive Criticism and 
Creative Feedback Like A Pro

Give and Take:

J. Peepas (Captain Awkward), GOTO 2017



Hi, I’m Jennifer the Project 
Manager

‣ I started my career managing complex 
regulatory and infrastructure development 
projects in the former Soviet Union and Asia.  

‣ I worked with multicultural teams of 
technical experts, administrative staff, and 
host country governments across time 
differences and language barriers.



Hi, I’m Jennifer the Film 
Professor

‣ For the last 10 years, I’ve made movies and 
taught people to make movies. This involves: 
‣ Teaching a combination of artistic process 

and technical proficiency 
‣ Teaching collaboration; bringing people 

with different interests and skills sets 
together as a community of makers



Hi, I’m Jennifer the Blogger

‣ I write CaptainAwkward.com, an online 
advice column about social skills and human 
relationships. 

‣ It’s also a kickass community with a 
supportive and constructive group of readers.



I grew up “smart.” 

‣ So did you, probably! 
‣ Good news! Smart people tend to be good at 

learning new things.



Less Good

‣ Sometimes people forget to teach us things 
because they assume we already know them 
or will figure them out on our own. Stuff 
like…Social skills. Office politics. “Soft” 
skills. 

‣ Then we grow up, feeling like everybody else 
already knows and nobody will tell us and 
we’ll make it weird if we ask.



CaptainAwkward.com is about learning 
or re-learning stuff we think we 

“should” already know, without shame, 
in a supportive environment. 



Like, how to give people constructive 
feedback and how to absorb and use 

the feedback people give to us.
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Anecdata

(People Tell Me Their Work Feedback Woes)



Manager(s)

‣ “I regularly have to give feedback to people 
who report to me, and a lot of the details are 
outside my area of expertise. How do I weigh 
in meaningfully on stuff that I don't fully 
understand?”



Manager(s)

‣ “My company uses a tool called BambooHR to 
‘keep the feedback process simple.’ It only 
asks 2 questions: ‘What is x good at and how 
can x improve?’ Randomly selected 
coworkers or managers have to answer these 
questions, even people who just started 
working here. How is this supposed to be 
helpful?”



Manager(s)

‣ “There's no systematic feedback process for 
assets that one produces.” 

‣ “I've done peer review sessions before where 
we did a post mortem analysis about projects 
and decided what went well and what not. My 
current company doesn’t do this. We need 
something like that.” 



Creator/Developer(s)

‣ “I keep asking my manager for feedback and 
she just says "Looks good to me!" and that 
I'm doing really well. That's great, I guess, but 
I don't feel like she's even really looking at 
the work. How can I improve if no one will tell 
me what I need to work on?”



Creator/Developer(s)

‣ “The whole process of presenting my work is 
just so nerve-wracking. How can I be less 
anxious about this?” 

‣ “Half the stuff people say to me in the 
feedback sessions makes no sense, and 
there’s so much of it - am I really obligated to 
change everything people say needs fixed?”



Peer Review Blues

‣ “This one guy on my team CANNOT take any 
criticism and will argue & defend every single 
point literally forever. I just try to work around 
him whenever possible.” 

‣ “One teammate uses feedback sessions to re-
litigate every decision that been made so far. 
How do we get her to move forward?”



Peer Review Blues

‣ “I’ve been told to ‘be more positive’ in 
meetings. I’m just being honest and 
professional.” 

‣ “We had to fill out anonymous surveys after 
presentations and some of the comments on 
mine were really mean and personal!”  



Twitter Tells All

‣ “That’s not how I would have done it.” 
‣ “Try something else.” “Such as?” “I don’t 

know, just make it different.” 
‣ “I’ll know it when I see it.” 
‣ “After long, involved (3RD!) explanation of 

wireframes vs. design comps, showed wires. 
‘But this is so plain! And the color's all 
wrong!’” 



Art School 

(Where You Go To Become A Feedback Expert)



So. Much. Critique.

‣ We create and critique stuff often and 
intensely (First year students make 4 short 
films in 4 months). 

‣ Projects are critiqued & revised at the idea 
stage, the script/preproduction stage, and 
twice at the edit stage (rough cut + fine cut). 

‣ After each project is done, each student 
writes a short self-reflection capturing what 
they learned and goals for the next piece. 



Why do we do this?



“To improve the work” = #1 answers 
students give when you ask them why 

we do critique sessions.



Stating the Obvious

‣ Art school goals are not the same as 
corporate goals. 

‣ Stakes are different (Art school has more 
room for mistakes and failure). 

‣ End result/product is what matters (vs. 
nurturing individual development). 

‣ (Probably?) More discussion of emotional 
impact in art school. 



About those pesky “emotions.”

‣ Whether you make interpretive dance or code, 
the act of showing/presenting your work to 
other people is vulnerable.  

‣ Looking closely at someone’s work and 
finding the right thing to say about it isn’t 
easy. 

‣ There’s a reason this process is awkward. 



What else do you get from 
regular critique sessions?

‣ Over time, closely observing your peers’ work 
improves your skill level. 

‣ Knowing that people are closely observing 
your work and taking it seriously is 
motivating & gratifying. 

‣ Regular sessions = removes pressure to be 
perfect the first time out.



More Critique Benefits

‣ Identifying and solving issues together as a 
team leverages collaboration. 

‣ You see your own work differently when you 
look at it with an audience. 

‣ The more you do it, the quicker and easier it 
gets. 

‣ It gives you an organic way to document & 
capture things that are working over time.



How do we do this?



Liz Lerman

“The best possible outcome 
from a response session is for 
the maker to want to go back to 
work.” 



Liz Lerman’s Critical Response 
Process

‣ Lerman is a choreographer and dancer (and 
writer and teacher and speaker and etc.).  

‣ She created a process for artists to get 
feedback from audiences & peers that is used 
by artists and creators in all media all over 
the world. 



Lerman Process (short version)

‣ First, view the work. Then, in this order: 
‣ 1) Audience: Describe what you observe 

without value judgments. What is the work 
doing? What takes your attention? 

‣ 2) Audience: Talk about what’s working. What 
do you enjoy? What’s going well?



Lerman Process, cont’d

‣ 3) Creator: Ask the audience questions 
(prepare these in advance). What areas do 
you particularly want feedback about? 

‣ 4) Audience: Identify things that aren’t 
working or that you don’t understand. Ask 
questions & (with creator’s consent) offer 
suggestions.



Lerman Process - in Practice

‣ Not gonna lie: That first step is clunky as hell. 
People want to skip directly to what’s not 
working or what they like - more efficient!  

‣ Think of this step (if you decide to use it) as a 
way to force people to slow down and look at 
the big picture for a second before diving into 
the details.



Lerman Process - In Practice

‣ What’s this “with the creator’s consent” 
nonsense? Isn’t the whole point to give 
suggestions? 

‣ In art world, your job as audience isn’t to be 
smarter than the creator or the creation. In 
tech world sometimes that is literally your job 
(to identify bugs and fixes as efficiently as 
possible). 



Lerman Process - In Practice

‣ Sometimes amount of feedback is 
overwhelming - think of “consent” as the 
creator saying “I want to hear what you have 
to say, but can you email me your notes so I 
can process them later and not while 
everyone is looking at me and talking to me 
at once?”  

‣ Good reminder that “That’s not how I would 
have done it” is not helpful or cool. 



Good Practices

‣ Critique sessions happen at regular intervals, 
with advance notice, and a firm start & end 
time. 

‣ Structure and ground rules are agreed-upon 
and transparent. “We’re focusing on x 
element today, hold your notes about y until 
the end.” 

‣ Can be in-person meeting or online 
discussion.



Good Practices, continued

‣ Start session on time, end on time.  
‣ All participants must give the work their full 

attention during the screening/presentation/
demo (no multitasking or hiding in your 
phone). 

‣ Have one person be responsible for 
facilitating the discussion each session- 
(instructor/project manager or rotating 
participants)



Good Practices, continued

‣ Before showing the work, creators may 
introduce the work but not apologize for it.  

‣ After work is presented, facilitator should 
give participants a few minutes to write 
down/type up their thoughts before anyone 
speaks.  

‣ If you’re the creator, use those minutes when 
everyone is writing to generate and organize 
questions you have for the audience. 



The goal of each feedback session is 
almost always to develop a To-Do List 

for carrying the project forward. 



Give and Take



If you’re giving feedback…

‣ If you could only give three notes what would 
they be? 

‣ If you could only give one note, what would 
that be? 

‣ The nitpicks are important, but they aren’t 
necessarily Group Discussion Important - 
send them along later. Prioritize the most 
important stuff for the discussion. 



If you’re giving feedback…

‣ Focus on the work, not the person or their 
individual performance or abilities. For 
example, while I grade student projects, I 
would never talk about that grade while 
giving feedback on the work in front of the 
whole class. 



“That won’t work because…”

‣ When in doubt, try asking a question. Did they 
approach the work differently than you would 
have? Ask them why they chose to do it that 
way.  

‣ Try to stay focused on the future - what needs 
to happen next?  

‣ If you raise a problem, what solutions can you 
propose? 



“I don’t know.”

‣ Facilitators/Team Leaders: Make it safe for 
people to say “I don’t know” when they don’t 
know. 

‣ If you don’t have anything to add, it’s okay to 
say that, too. “I don’t have any notes right 
now.” “I need to look at it again and think 
more.” “I have a couple of proofreading notes 
- I’ll email them to you.”  



When in doubt…

‣ Is it truthful? 
‣ Is it necessary? 
‣ Is it kind? 
‣ It is possible to be rigorous about the work 

and gentle with yourself and your fellow 
human beings.



What if the work really stinks, 
though?

‣ Be brief, direct, and specific.  
‣ Handle personal performance issues privately 

and separately. Shame and blame are 
performance-killers. 

‣ Bring the focus back to what needs to happen 
moving forward.  



If you’re receiving feedback…

‣ Write it all down. Every single thing that 
anyone says about your work - document it!  

‣ Write it down even if you disagree or don’t 
understand how it’s relevant. 

‣ You think you’ll remember it all later, but you 
won’t.  

‣ It gives you something to do with your hands 
and something to look at. 



If you’re receiving feedback…

‣ Prepare some questions for the audience or 
reviewer in advance so that you’re getting 
what you need out of the session. 

‣ If your organization doesn’t have a good 
process in place, or a facilitator, you may 
have to “manage up” to get what you need - 
asking questions is how you do that.



If you’re receiving feedback…

‣ You can answer questions during the 
discussion, but don’t argue back and forth 
with people’s critiques. Not every question 
has to be answered this second. 

‣ If you feel yourself getting flustered or 
defensive, cut yourself slack, but also, stop 
talking!



Facilitator/Moderator

‣ Keep the discussion on track and on time. 
‣ Keep the goal of a to-do list in mind. “Great 

point - how does that translate to next 
steps?” 

‣ Amplifying good questions and good points 
can work better than shutting down/policing 
bad ones. 



Critique Aftercare for Creators

‣ After the session, take a break. Eat a food, 
take a walk, decompress a tiny bit.  

‣ Come back to your desk and go through all 
the notes you got. I copy them from my notes 
and from any comments or emails into a new, 
clean list.  



Critique Aftercare for Creators 
(continued)

‣ Figure out which suggestions help you get 
where you need to go.  

‣ I like to knock out the easy fixes first - It 
gives me momentum.  

‣ I let the big fixes or unsolved questions 
percolate for a little while while I work on the 
easy stuff.



Dear Captain Awkward: Someone Is 
WRONG About My Work

‣ Consider for a second that they have a point. 
What would be the consequences to the work 
if you took the suggestion?  

‣ Sometimes “wrong” suggestions lead you to 
the right one. “I didn’t quite know what I 
wanted to do here, but now I know it’s the 
opposite of whatever Dave said.”  

‣ You’ll make a better argument for discarding 
it if you can show you really considered it. 



Someone is Wrong About My 
Work (continued)

‣ Consider the source: “If your toaster could 
talk, it would tell you a lot about how bread 
should be warm.” - Dan Harmon 

‣ If you really don’t understand something or 
think it will help the project, ask for 
clarification or take it to your manager. 

‣ Regular feedback sessions will build a 
process for resolving creative conflicts.



Uncomfortable Truths

‣ “You are not your code.”  
‣ Learning and creating stuff involves risk and 

making mistakes. 
‣ You’re not a robot. It hurts to have your 

mistakes pointed out publicly. It’s not 
personal, but you’re not broken if it feels 
personal in the moment. 





Truths Regardless Of Your 
Comfort Level

‣ This stuff takes time.  
‣ It’s not intuitive. It doesn’t “just happen.” It 

needs a structure. 
‣ If your organization doesn’t already have a 

process for code review or project feedback, 
the first couple times you implement one 
might be tedious and brutally awkward. 



Slightly More Comfortable 
Truths

‣ If it’s awkward, keep going. Good stuff lives in 
the awkward moments.  

‣ The more you show your work and participate 
in critiquing other people’s work, the easier it 
gets. 

‣ It’s a habit and a skill that can be learned. 



Liz Lerman

“The best possible outcome 
from a response session is for 
the maker to want to go back to 
work.” 



A thorough critique/code review is a gift 
of time and attention. It’s an investment 

in the projects you make and in your 
development as a creator. The more you 
think of it as a gift, the better you’ll be at 

both giving and taking criticism.



Q & A



Where to find me

‣ CaptainAwkward.com  
‣ Twitter: @CAwkward 
‣ Do you have awkward stories of terrible 

critique sessions? Tell me all about that! 
‣ If you try out stuff from this talk, tell me all 

about that!

http://CaptainAwkward.com


Thank you.


