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Tough Love by Paul Clifford 
 
Providing feedback to clients is an integral part of any trainer’s job description.  Feedback within 

the personal training context is the process of giving your clients specific information about their 

performance and attitude from what you have observed.  Feedback can motivate and inspire 

but it also has the capability to demoralise.  It is a mechanism to reinforce the positive things 

your clients are doing but it is equally as important as a way of encouraging your clients to make 

the changes necessary for them to achieve their goals.   

When we are not avoiding feedback, we are usually delivering it in an ad hoc and sometimes 

clumsy manner, feeling our way in the dark and hoping that somehow we are getting the 

message across.   

Positive outcomes don’t have to be so accidental. Here are some suggestions that may make the 

outcome a little more certain. 

1. Adjust your mindset.  

If you are about to give someone feedback, chances are you are saying things to yourself 

such as “she’s not going to like this” or “this will be awkward”.  Such negative self talk is 

likely to set up a self fulfilling prophecy.  You think it will be awkward and so it goes.  Your 

fearful body language will be transmitted and create defensiveness in the other person.  

Instead, you need to create a positive mindset with self talk such as “it is important that I 

deliver this feedback” and “my client will appreciate my concern and care”.  Don’t 

underestimate your ability to manufacture a co-operative mindset in the other person by 

establishing an atmosphere that starts with your positive self-talk.  

2. When delivering the feedback start with an intent statement.   

An intent statement might go something like this “Ann I want to give you some feedback but 

before I do I want you to know that I am doing this to help you to achieve your goals.  

Sometimes I have to say some things that you might be uncomfortable with, but I do that 

because I care about you and want you to succeed”.  Such a statement shows Ann where 

you are coming from.  It reduces Ann’s anxiety because she knows why the feedback is 

being given.  Ann is more likely to be able to live with ‘negative’ feedback when she knows 

there is positive intent behind it.   

3. Clearly and specifically describe the behaviour that you have observed.  Don’t beat 

around the bush.   

This means describing the behaviour you have seen that you believe needs to change, and 

describe it in detail. Your client is not going to know what you want them to do if you're not 

clear and specific about what behaviour you have seen and its consequences.  Too often we 

skirt around the issue and our client gets a sense we are not happy with them but is left 

uncertain and ultimately less engaged in training.  Instead we need to be clear and direct yet 

sensitive.  An example might be “I don’t think you pushed yourself hard enough in today’s 
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training session.  I am concerned that if effort like today’s continues in future sessions you 

will not achieve your goal of completing the half marathon”.     

 

4. Listen to their side of the story without judgement or interruption.  

It is critical that your clients feel heard and understood. This doesn't mean you have to agree 

with their view. Your client might make all the excuses under the sun for not putting in a 

suitable level of effort. In that case you might be tempted to fade out or start arguing with 

them.  If you don't listen and communicate to your client in a way that ensures they feel 

heard and understood you can forget about making any progress. Being heard and 

understood is arguably the highest human need outside of food, water and shelter. Don't 

underestimate the power of meeting the client's need to be heard and understood as a 

catalyst to achieve great results with your client. 

5. Solutions 

Once you are satisfied that your client feels heard and understood you can move on to the 

solutions phase. Your first step should always be to ask your client what they think they 

could do to make a change. As the degree of involvement of your client in generating 

solutions increases, so does the likelihood they will implement them successfully.  This is 

because involvement equals ownership.  Facilitating greater client ownership is a game 

changer for any trainer.  It increases client engagement which increases participation and 

increases the chances of client retention.     

6. Follow Up  

Good trainers don’t forget about the agreements they have made with their clients.  They 

have memories like elephants and they periodically remind their clients of the agreements 

they made.  This is critical to making progress with your client.  If your client fails to follow 

through on their side of the bargain and you do nothing, you will set up a pattern of 

unfulfilled agreements because your client will see there are no consequences of failure.  

Good trainers aren’t afraid to keep the pressure up.  Your client might not like you at the 

time but will thank you later.          

                

 

 

 

 

 


