
3 Ways To Make Sure Your Actions Match Your Message
Give Good Feedback:



“It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it.”

We hear this all the time, but it doesn’t 
prevent us from using body language 
that can unwittingly sabotage  
what we say. 

Women managers are often guilty  
of this. We get concerned that voicing 
necessary criticism will make us seem 
harsh or accusatory (or shrill!).  
We keep our voices calm and direct, 
but forget that our body language  
and facial expressions do most  
of the talking. If we’re not aware,  
those expressions can unintentionally 
alter the impact of our message.



A study out of the University of Northern Iowa showed that our nonverbal 
channels of communication (our posture, what we do with our hands, etc.) 
reveals more than 60% of what we’re saying, leaving only around 30%  
of meaning carried by our words. So if you’re saying something—but your  
body cues are saying the opposite—then you’re probably not getting  
your message across.

But if body language is unconscious, can we train  
ourselves to control it?

Read on to discover three ways your body language message might  
not match your verbal message—and learn what to do instead.

http://www.nus.edu.sg/celc/research/books/relt/vol6/no1/51-64gregersen.pdf


Actio n #1: Smiling or Laughing 
When the Message is Serious 

Delivering critical feedback to employees or coworkers  
is always difficult. But if your message is serious (e.g., “Your 
department didn’t meet goals this quarter, and we need  
to find out why.”) smiling and/or laughing while delivering the 
message will not get you the attention your criticism needs.

Why we do this: We allow ourselves to get nervous about  
how our feedback will be received. So we inject a little levity,  
to make the issue sound less serious than it really is.



Face it, many women managers tend to want to be liked more 
than feared. When we’re required to reprimand an employee  
or offer a dissenting opinion, we tread on eggshells  
with our language and gestures.  

We don’t want co- workers saying,  
“Wow, she’s a (word that rhymes with ‘stitch’)!”



How to Match the  Message:  
Keep the Smile, Lose the Amusement

It’s normal to feel nervous about how negative feedback  
will be heard. So it’s natural to deliver not-so-good news  
with a little sugar-coating.

The key is not to make what you’re saying sound less  
important than it is. 

If you’re smiling too brightly or cracking jokes while giving 
employees critical feedback, they’ll think you don’t take either 
the problem or your proposed solutions seriously.



Tips to Follow:
•  It’s OK to smile, just make sure  

it’s reassuring, not smirky. 
•  Fold your hands in your lap or on the  

table; fiddling with your hair or some  
other object shows nervousness. 

•  Keep the setting appropriate  
to the severity of the feedback  
(an office or conference room,  
not the company kitchen). 



Action 2:  Appearing Angry  
or Aggressive 

Chances are, if you have to be the bearer of bad news,  
it’s likely you heard the bad news from someone  
who was angry—say, your boss (e.g., “Your department  
didn’t meet goals this quarter, and I want to know why!”)

So you march out of the boardroom to call an emergency 
meeting with your team, and before you know it you’ve  
got them cowering in your office. Arms folded, you start  
pacing back and forth as you tell them what happened.



Why we do this: Because we’re angry too! You, the manager,  
got upbraided because your department didn’t perform.  
Now you’ve got to give the feedback to your team. The only way 
to reinforce the problem is to mirror your boss’ anger, right?

Wrong. If your body language sends out accusations, your team 
will focus on your over-the-top reaction and not on the problem 
you need to solve.



How to Match the  Message:  
Stay Firm, But Drop the Anger 

If you come across angry or annoyed, your employees might 
take your message too personally. You’re frustrated at the 
situation, not directly at each of them. Just like laughing  
the problem away, it’s not going to benefit you to get aggressive.

Keep calm, but don’t lose your determination.  

It’s important to convey that you do have a problem,  
and you and your team need to solve it.



Tips to Follow:
•  Give yourself a minute to shake  

off the angry body language –  
tense shoulders, crossed arms,  
fisted hands, pursed lips, whatever.

•  Force a smile. It might seem 
counterproductive (see Action 1)  
but if you think your message might  
get heated, it helps to at least start  
out smiling. It’s harder to yell  
when you’re grinning. 



Action 3:  Appearing Too Passive  
or Indifferent 

This might be the most common body language  
miscue, and we often don’t even realize we’re doing it. 

You’ve got to give an under-performing employee a sub-par 
review (e.g., “We need to discuss some areas where you  
must improve…”) and you’re concerned about how the  
criticism will be taken.

You’ve mentally rehearsed what you’re going to say,  
but you tense up. Your posture says it too—you’re shrugging,  
or fiddling with a pen, and you avoid eye contact.



So your feedback comes off sounding less urgent than it is. 

If you’re too passive, your employee will likely assume your 
message isn’t that serious, because you seem less  
interested than he does.

Why we do this: Mostly, to take the edge off our message.  
In our efforts to not be over-dramatic, we do the opposite, 
putting too little emphasis into our words.

But we don’t want our feedback to fall flat due to slack body 
language. If you don’t punctuate your words with some 
emphasis, you run the risk of your listener shrugging  
off what you’re saying.



How to Match the Message:  
 Look Collected, Not Distant 

Keep in mind that if you look and sound too robotic, your 
listener isn’t going to take away anything useful  
from your feedback. 

This isn’t the time to “zone-out.” Telling an employee something 
negative is painful, but if your body language matches your even 
tone and choice of words, the encounter can go more pleasantly 
than you think. If you look at ease, so will your employee.



Tips to Follow:
•  Work in some gestures, but don’t “talk  

with your hands.” Being too demonstrative 
can catch people off-guard.

•  Resist the urge to shuffle papers or glance 
at your smartphone. Make your listener 
your only priority. 

•  Look the person in the eye. If this seems 
unnerving, focus on the bridge  
of a person’s nose, so it looks like  
you’re being straightforward. 



When we make a conscious  
effort to match our body 
language to our words,  

we ensure our message gets 
heard—correctly.
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