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Benefits of feedback for 
nurse leaders  
 

Viewing feedback as a gift enhances career growth.  
 
By Rose O. Sherman, EdD, RN, NEA-BC, FAAN, and Tanya M. Cohn, Ph.D., MEd, RN

STRICTLY CLINICAL
 

CHRIS* is an experienced charge nurse on a 
mother–baby unit. The unit practice council re-
cently conducted a nursing staff work environ-
ment survey to uncover possible causes for high 
staff turnover. One of the open-ended questions 
asked about charge nurse support. Chris and 
her fellow charge nurses were surprised that 
most staff said they didn’t feel supported by the 
charge nurses. Specific complaints included 
staff assignment favoritism and tolerance for 
workplace gossip. The feedback initially hurt 
Chris, but she realized there was truth in it. She 
also had never actively sought feedback from 
the staff about her leadership skills.  
 

Chris’s reaction to the work environment 
survey isn’t unusual. Most leaders in charge 
nurse roles rarely receive direct feedback from 
team members about their leadership. For 
Chris to improve her leadership, she needs to 
value and seek feedback about her perform-
ance. Rather than see the comments as hurt-

ful, Chris must reframe her thinking and rec-
ognize feedback as a gift. Work culture forms 
the invisible architecture of teams and organi-
zations. It can be healthy and positive, but it 
also can become toxic if problems such as 
gossip and favoritism aren’t exposed through 
performance feedback. 

Without candid feedback, beginning nurse 
leaders’ careers can be derailed. The work en-
vironment survey results have provided Chris 
with some critical areas for reflection, and the 
honest responses indicate the staff has 
enough psychological safety to believe they’ll 
be acted on to make improvements. Chris can 
build on this foundation of trust if she uses 
the feedback to improve the team’s culture.  

 
Seeing feedback as a gift 
Constructive feedback can lead to significant 
performance improvements. It’s a gift, although 
Chris might not view it that way initially. By 
viewing feedback from this perspective, you 
adopt a growth mindset. Carol Dweck, PhD, is 
a pioneer in studying how a growth mindset can 
transform how a person perceives feedback. A 
mindset, according to Dweck, is “a self-percep-
tion or self-theory that people hold about them-
selves.” Mindsets can either be growth-oriented 
or fixed. With a growth mindset, individuals be-
lieve they can improve their skills via feedback 
about their performance and hard work.  

With a growth mindset, Chris will view the 
feedback she received as an opportunity to 
become a better leader by improving her lead-
ership skills. This view creates a better accept-
ance of feedback and a love of learning. In 
contrast, someone with a fixed mindset may 
believe that they’re doing the best they can 
and that they can’t grow professionally. Indi-
viduals with a fixed mindset find feedback 
threatening because they lack confidence in 
their ability to improve. One of the early ac-
tions Chris should take is to review the find-
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ings with her team and thank them for their 
candidness. She also should let them know 
that she’ll use the feedback to improve her 
leadership skills. Doing this will help Chris re-
inforce the idea that a culture of feedback is 
crucial not only for staff but also for leaders. 

 
Building a feedback culture  
Establishing a feedback culture begins with 
the leader modeling behavior that values in-
put and minimizes defensive responses. Mod-
eling is fundamental to how leaders earn, sus-
tain, and build credibility. Sharing feedback 
can be interpersonally risky, and teams watch 
leaders for signals. If leaders become defen-
sive and angry about feedback, staff learn that 
it’s not safe to tell the leader things they don’t 
want to hear. To increase the likelihood that 
staff will take that risk in the future, Chris 
must show them that their honesty won’t have 
negative repercussions. 

When you earn a track record of accepting 
personal accountability by using the word “I,” 
staff will feel more comfortable giving you 
feedback. Our most significant growth comes 
from suggestions for improving our perform-
ance. Ask these three questions to elicit spe-
cific feedback:  

1. What should I keep doing as a leader be-
cause it supports the team and leads to 
good outcomes? 

2. What should I start doing to support team 
efforts and achieve better outcomes? 

3. What should I stop doing to better support 
the team and achieve better outcomes? 
 

Evaluating leadership feedback 
You’ll not always agree with the feedback you 
receive. At times, you may feel angry, con-
fused, or even frustrated by it. Chris’s initial re-
action of hurt isn’t surprising. She may per-
ceive that she’s working hard and going above 
and beyond to help her team. Exploring her 
response to the feedback is essential. Instead 
of finding fault with the messenger, explore 
your reactions, especially if you’re defensive 
and angry. Some of the feedback may be true, 
but you’re having difficulty acknowledging it.  

Chris took a crucial first step in evaluating 
the leadership feedback. She paused for a mo-
ment and reflected on the input with an open 
mind. This, coupled with the understanding 
that the comments are only part of the whole 
picture, allowed Chris to embrace the feed-
back, which is an essential next step. Reflective 
mindfulness enables leaders to see feedback as 

Create a team 
culture built on core 
values that promote 
dignity and respect 
and in which charge 
nurses and team 
members accept 
accountability to 
confront and stop 
gossip.

Follow-up action plan 
    
In response to the work environment survey feedback, Chris and her fellow charge nurses develop a follow-up action plan to 
address team gossip and present it to the staff for discussion and input. 

 
  Goal                                    Action steps                                                               Responsible team/ 
                                                                                                                                       person                                           Start date

 
 
                                               •  Share survey comments about                               •   Unit charge nurses                          Staff meeting  
                                                   workplace gossip with the nursing team.            •   Unit nursing staff                            May 2021 

                                               •  Accept personal accountability for historic  
                                                   charge nurse behaviors that didn’t confront  
                                                   gossip. 

                                               •  Review the evidence on how workplace  
                                                   gossip can reduce psychological safety and  
                                                   jeopardize patient safety. 

                                               •  Commit to new team core values that  
                                                   promote respect and dignity. 

                                               •  Develop a new set of charge nurse and staff  
                                                   behaviors about how to respond to gossip.  

                                               •  Repeat the work environment survey in 6  
                                                   months to assess progress in meeting team  
                                                   goals. 
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areas for improvement not as identified faults.  
In some situations, you may need to let the 

person who provided the feedback know that 
they’re entitled to their opinions but that you 
disagree with their assumptions. But sometimes 
there’s truth in the observations. View the feed-
back as data you didn’t have before that will 
help you make more informed decisions in the 
future. This shift in perspective will enable you 
to imagine experiences from others’ viewpoints 
and reduce the tendency to rely only on how 
you believe things are working. It also en-
hances your self-efficacy and likelihood to con-
tinue to recognize the value in others’ feed-
back. In turn, this results in being open to 
receiving more feedback in the future.  

 
Acting on feedback 
Successful leadership and teams require lead-
ers to act on feedback effectively. When lead-
ers work on feedback they receive, they em-
brace a proactive personality that builds on 
these opportunities. Making a plan and taking 
action are crucial for learning and develop-
ment, and also a signal to those who shared 

the comments that you’re serious about im-
proving and you value their perspectives. Us-
ing the data that she received from the work 
environment survey, Chris might decide that 
the team’s gossip is a key priority area. (See 
Follow-up action plan.)   

Although Chris didn’t solicit the initial feed-
back, moving forward, she can create a feed-
back process that supports check-ins with the 
nurses she leads. Within this process, leaders 
need to develop a clear and consistent strategy 
for soliciting input and a gracious approach to 
receiving it that encourages employees’ open-
ness. Once the feedback is collected, the next 
step is to communicate the results. This creates 
transparency and opens the door to a team ap-
proach to feedback response, which is imper-
ative to making effective positive change. 
When feasible action steps are collectively de-
termined, leaders must take the next crucial 
step of creating and implementing change.  

This actionable feedback process will result 
in professional growth, a listening culture, and 
motivated and engaged employees, which can 
help leaders roll out informal leadership op-
portunities for employees. This creates shared 
responsibility among the team and a willing-
ness to hold each other accountable for a sup-
portive work environment that results in bet-
ter patient outcomes.  

 
Learner leaders 
The best nurse leaders are learners. They take 
the information they receive and use it to im-
prove. The ability to do this could set Chris up 
to become a great charge nurse. Soliciting and 
learning from feedback isn’t always easy, but 
it’s necessary. It’s rare when professional col-
leagues offer us the kind of feedback we need 
to develop. We should receive it as a gift and 
be thankful. Acting on feedback allows us to 
build the skills we need to become more ef-
fective leaders.                                       AN 
 
*Name is fictitious. 
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