If you have a tendency to internalize criticism and struggle with self-trust, it can be very
difficult to differentiate what is “constructive” from what isn’t. Here are some guidelines to
help assess the words you’re hearing from someone else and determine whether it is more
reasonable to hear the other person out (constructive feedback) or to set a boundary to
interrupt their mistreatment (nitpicking).

Purpose

Specificity &
Actionability

Frequency

Emotional Tone

Balance

Constructive Feedback

Given to help you succeed, improve, or meet

a shared goal

“Your slides are really engaging. If you add a
brief summary at the end it’ll help the

audience remember your key points”

Pinpoints a clear issue and offers a path

forward

“The essay is strong, but consider
shortening the intro to keep readers’

attention.”

Offered selectively, when changes could

make a meaningful difference

E.g. Feedback comes at agreed-on meetings,

checkpoints, or milestones

Respectful, collaborative, and motivating,

even if it’s challenging to hear

“I know you worked hard on this. Here’s one

tweak | think could elevate it.”

Includes what’s working a well as what could

improve
“It’s clear you know what you’re talking

about, maybe just slow down your pacing so

everyone can digest the info.”
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Nitpicking

Often about control, personal preference, or

expressing irritation
“Your slides have too many colors. Pick one

next time.” (No context on why or how it

matters)

Focuses on minor or vague issues without a

clear solution

“l just don’t like the way this starts, fix it.”

Given so often that it disrupts momentum or

confidence, even for small, irrelevant details
E.g. Feedback comes daily on

inconsequential things that seem more like

pet peeves, like how you hold your fork

Dismissive, patronizing, or micro-critical,

leaving you deflated

“This isn’t quite right. It neveris.”

Focuses almost entirely on what’s perceived

to be “wrong”

“You talk too fast.” (No mention of

strengths)
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Reflection questions when feedback lands hard:

Is it aimed at helping me or controlling me?

Did they give me a path forward?

Do they also notice what’s working?

Is this a rare, purposeful comment or a constant micro-critique?
How do | feel after - clearer, or smaller?

If most answers lean toward the nitpicking side, you’re likely not overreacting. The feedback style itself might be unhelpful.
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