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Beyond Anonymous Feedback:

Building Candor Without Sacrificing Safety
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An organizational blueprint for moving past the anonymous
feedback debate to engineer systemic accountability.

Based on the research of
Jonathan H. Westover, PhD




The Drive-By Feedback Failure

The Manager's View The Employee’s View

v’ Possesses Source
v~ Possesses Context

v/ Possesses Raw Complaint | .
Who 1s against me?

What exactly happened?
What should change?

Someone complained about you.
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Research shows exposure to

rudeness redutes toutine and Protecting the person who raises a concern is not the same
Tl L as creating a constructive process for addressing it.
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The False Dichotomy of Feedback Systems
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Practitioners argue anonymity Experimental research proves

undermines trust and substitutes anonymity increases willingness to
for open conversation speak up, driven by psychological
(Razzetti, 2023). safety (Liu et al., 2025).
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Removing anonymity reduces the willingness to speak, but it does not automatically
increase the accuracy, kindness, or usefulness of what is actually said.




The Dual-Protection Mandate

Protection for
the Named

Respectful treatment,
appropriate contextual
information, and a
meaningful opportunity

to respond before
adverse conclusions
are reached.

A credible route to
raise serious concerns
without unnecessary
exposure or fear of

retaliation.
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" Neither of these fundamental protections automatically requires'
the disclosure of the reporter's identity to the accused.

Based on organlzational justice framework (Colquitt et 2 0Q
WHuman,Capital
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Untangling the Protected
Voice Landscape

Anonymous Confidential Manager- Identified
Feedback Feedback Mediated Feedback
The receiving A designated A supervisor knows The contributor’s
process A designated recipient | the source and identity is fully
does not know the knows the identity but | communicates the known to the
contributor’s identity. | strictly restricts its concern, but recipient.

disclosure. withholds the identity

from the subject.

Diagnosing the problem requires knowing exactly which system is failing.
Manager-mediated feedback often causes the most friction, yet is incorrectly blamed

on anonymity.
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Purpose Required Process
Climate Survey . Seeks macro-patterns. Cannot diagnose individuals.
B
Developmental Review N Seeks information for behavioral improvement.
©
Interpersonal Concern \ Requires clarification, coaching, or facilitation.
@
Misconduct / Safety Report S Requires independent assessment and immediate risk control.
©
WARNING: Feedback is not automatically beneficial. Over one-third of feedback
interventions actually reduce performance, particularly when attention shifts from the
task to self-related concerns (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996, d = 0.41).
|
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Pillar 1: Match Channel to Concern

Systemic
Learning
Individual L
Coaching
A report enters .
the system. Risk Control

Protect the source, but do not abandon the inquiry. Maintain a choice of
appropriate routes rather than forcing a ladder of confrontation.




Pillar 2: Standards for Usable Criticism

Transformation Teardown

Raw Input

“You are difficult.”

The 4 Prompts
for Usable Data

1. What did you
observe?

Filtered Output

“During the planning meeting, you

rejected the proposed deadline
before asking about constraints.”

2. In what situation
did it occur?

3. What effect
did it have?

Just as the Pixar Braintrust creates a shared object of inquiry, feedback must focus on the work, not the person.

4. What would
help next time?




Pillar 3: Managerial Ownership

Supervisor receives protected feedback. ‘

N

Is this a reported
experience?

)

Seek relevant
context.

WV

Is this a disputed
allegation?

2
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Is this a substantiated
finding?

Record uncertainty
accurately (Not
substantiated is not
Knowingly false).
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Offer opportunity
to respond.

A manager may protect a source’s identity, but cannot use

that protection to avoid owning the evidentiary decision.
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Pillar 4: Routine Dialogue

1. Low-stakes
coordination
problem raised.

2. Examined
4}3?2\5?3'6(1 accurately without
E defensiveness.
3. Observable change
agreed upon.

3 o 7 M ial i

| Direct feedback is viable only when raising a concern oot entivreiatatto
% . | ice th

reliably leads to engagement, not punishment. tfarformatloral lsadirship
T , (Detert & Burris, 2007).
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The Accountable Ecosystem

: . Filter 2: Filter 3:
I;:,t:trel Formats to Assessed with
: behavioral Managerial
ap?;ﬁf;r:it)ely standards Ownership
(Pillar 2) (Pillar 3)

These are not isolated HR tips. They are a unified, sequential
architecture for organizational justice and systemic learning.
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Reframing Psychological Safety

The Flawed Demand

The Organizational Responsibility

“You need to feel safe
enough to speak.”

Pushes the burden of bravery
onto the employee.
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|| enterit. Safety is an organizational output, not an employee input.

A channel cannot offer meaningful protection to people who cannot safely

- Explain decisions after concerns are
raised.

- Stop the hunt for anonymous authors.

- Correct unsupported reputational
damage loudly.

- Address retaliation through
independent process.




Governing Feedback as Sensitive Data
— \ /‘,
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Raw Feedback Volume

(Warning: volume does
not equal quality)

4. Use: Can this enter

1. Purpose: Why is
disciplinary decisions?

it collected?

5. Correction: How are
inaccurate summaries
challenged?

2. Access: Who
sees identities vs.
summaries?

3. Interpretation:
Separating perceptions
from facts.

6. Retention:
How long is this kept?

Evidentiary
Quality




Measuring Response Quality

|
Immediat
Ciea Rodtes ATlmgwllgdgment Cﬁ?g&,)gd
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Access Responsiveness | Fairness
Do all employee tiers know the Are concerns acknowledged | Can people provide context and
available routes? quickly? challenge inaccuracies?
Specific Confidentiality Work Design
Agreements Examined Changed
Actionability Protection Learning
Do reviews lead to specific Are alleged breaches of Do recurring issues actually
agreements? confidentiality examined? i change work design?
Caution: A rise in reporting should trigger inquiry, not automatically signal cultural deterioration. Volume alone
cannot tell leaders what is happening.
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The New Paradigm of Accountability

Old Paradigm New Paradigm

We collect anonymous We process feedback to
feedback to find out who is discover what needs to change,

problematic. and we own the decision.

Places accountability solely on the sender. Places accountability on the organizational system.

“Healthy accountability does not require every speaker to be
publicly identifiable. It requires the organization to be

answerable for what happens after someone speaks.”




