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When participating in the workshopping process of a play, receiving constructive feedback is essential for
growth and refinement. However, not all feedback is equally valuable. In particular, feedback that only
states what the reviewer does not like can be unhelpful and even detrimental to the creative process.
Understanding what constitutes helpful feedback—and how to give and receive it—is fundamental for
playwrights, directors, actors, and workshop participants aiming to develop a successful and impactful

production.

Understanding the Role of Feedback in Play Development

Feedback is a vital component of the artistic process. It allows creators to see their work through fresh eyes,
identify strengths and weaknesses, and refine their vision. During a workshop, feedback serves as a guide

to improve dialogue, pacing, character development, thematic clarity, and overall audience engagement.

However, not all feedback contributes equally. While honest opinions are necessary, criticism that only
highlights negatives without offering insights or suggestions can hinder progress. Such feedback can create

confusion, frustration, or defensiveness, ultimately stalling the play’s development.

Why Feedback That Only Says What You Don't Like Is Not
Helpful

1. Lacks Specificity

Feedback that merely states “I didn’t like it” or “It didn’t work for me” offers no direction for
improvement. It doesn’t specify what aspects were problematic—was it the dialogue, the pacing, the
character choices, or the thematic elements? Without specifics, the playwright cannot determine what

needs to change.



2. Offers No Constructive Suggestions

Negative feedback without suggestions leaves creators guessing. For example, saying “I didn’t like the
ending” doesn’t help if the playwright doesn’t understand why it was unconvincing or how it could be
improved. Constructive feedback, on the other hand, provides ideas or questions to consider, such as “The

ending felt abrupt; perhaps exploring a more gradual resolution could enhance emotional impact.”

3. Can Be Demotivating

Constantly hearing only what is wrong can lead to discouragement. It may cause the playwright to feel

misunderstood or defeated, which can impede creative risk-taking and innovation.

4. Hampers Artistic Growth

Without insights into what works as well as what doesn’t, creators may fixate on superficial issues or make
arbitrary changes, missing opportunities for meaningful development. Feedback should illuminate both

strengths and weaknesses to foster balanced growth.

Characteristics of Truly Helpful Feedback in Playworkshopping

To be effective, feedback should be specific, balanced, and actionable. Here are key characteristics to look for

or aim to provide:

1. Focused on Specific Elements

Helpful feedback pinpoints particular aspects of the play. For example:
¢ “The dialogue between the two characters feels repetitive in Act I1.”
¢ “The pacing slows down during the monologue, making it hard to stay engaged.”

e “The play’s theme about forgiveness is clear, but the resolution could be more emotionally

impactful.”

2. Balanced with Positives and Negatives

While identifying issues is important, acknowledging what works well is equally vital. Balanced feedback



maintains morale and encourages continued effort. For example:

e “The character development is strong, especially in the protagonist’s scenes, but the supporting

characters could benefit from more depth.”

e “The staging effectively captures the setting, though some scenes could be tightened for better flow.”

3. Offers Constructive Suggestions

Effective feedback includes ideas for improvement or questions to consider. For instance:

¢ “The ending feels unresolved; perhaps exploring an alternative conclusion that ties up the main

conflict more explicitly could be beneficial.”

¢ “The humor works well in the first act; maybe adding more contrast in tone during the second act

could enhance emotional impact.”

4. Encourages Reflection and Dialogue

Helpful feedback prompts creators to think critically about their work rather than simply accept or reject
opinions. Asking questions like “What do you think would strengthen the emotional core of this scene?”

invites dialogue and deeper understanding.

Strategies for Giving Constructive Feedback When
Workshopping a Play

Providing meaningful feedback is an art that requires tact, thoughtfulness, and clarity. Here are strategies

to ensure your critique is helpful:

1. Use the “Sandwich” Method

Begin with positive observations, address concerns, then end with encouragement. For example:

- Start with what works: “The staging creates a compelling atmosphere.”

- Address issues: “Some dialogues in Act II feel slow; tightening those could keep the momentum.”

- Finish with encouragement: “Overall, the play has great potential, and I look forward to seeing how it

develops.”



2. Be Specific and Provide Examples

Vague comments are unhelpful. Instead, cite specific moments or lines:
- Instead of “I didn’t like the scene,” say “The scene where character A confronts character B feels rushed;

extending the dialogue could help build tension.”

3. Focus on the Play, Not Personal Preferences

Avoid imposing your tastes; instead, consider whether the work’s intentions are achieved. Frame your

feedback around the play’s themes, objectives, and genre.

4. Ask Thought-Provoking Questions

Questions can guide creators to address issues themselves:
- “What emotional response are you hoping to evoke here?”

- “Does this scene advance the story or develop the characters effectively?”

How Playwrights and Creators Can Receive Feedback Gracefully

Receiving critical feedback, especially when it’s predominantly negative, can be challenging. Here are tips

for creators to process and utilize such input constructively:

1. Listen Actively and Without Defensiveness

Focus on understanding the reviewer’s perspective rather than defending your work immediately.

2. Ask Clarifying Questions

If feedback is vague, seek clarification:
- “Can you give an example of what felt unconvincing?”

- “Which part of the dialogue did not resonate with you?”

3. Reflect on the Feedback

Evaluate whether the criticism is valid and how it aligns with your vision. Not all negative comments

require changes; discern what is helpful.



4. Seek a Range of Opinions

Gather feedback from multiple sources to get a balanced view, rather than relying on a single opinion.

Conclusion: Moving Beyond “Only What You Don’t Like”
Feedback

Feedback that only highlights what a reviewer doesn’t like is ultimately unhelpful because it provides no
guidance for improvement, risks demotivating creators, and hampers artistic growth. Constructive feedback
should be specific, balanced, and offer actionable suggestions. Both feedback providers and recipients play

crucial roles in cultivating a respectful, productive environment that fosters creative development.

By focusing on meaningful, detailed, and encouraging critique, the workshop process becomes a
collaborative journey of discovery, refinement, and artistic excellence. Remember, the goal of
workshopping is not just to find what’s wrong but to explore how the play can become its best possible

version. Embracing this mindset helps turn negative or vague feedback into a powerful tool for growth.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is feedback that only highlights what I don't like unhelpful when
workshopping a play?
Such feedback doesn't provide constructive guidance or specific suggestions for improvement, making it

difficult for playwrights to understand how to enhance their work effectively.

What type of feedback is more beneficial than just pointing out dislikes?

Feedback that offers specific, actionable suggestions, explains emotional or narrative impacts, and highlights

both strengths and areas for growth is much more helpful.

How can I give balanced feedback during a playworkshop?

Aim to identify what works well, specify what doesn't, and suggest possible improvements, creating a

constructive dialogue that supports the playwright's development.

‘What are some examples of constructive feedback I can give during a



play workshop?

Examples include suggesting clarifying dialogue, proposing alternative character motivations, or

highlighting scenes that could be more emotionally impactful.

How does focusing only on what I don't like hinder the workshop

process?

It can demoralize the playwright, discourage experimentation, and prevent the discovery of strengths and

potential solutions, ultimately hindering progress.

Why is it important to specify what you don't like rather than just
expressing dislike?

Specifying reasons helps the playwright understand the issues and provides clear direction for making

meaningful revisions.

‘What strategies can I use to give more helpful feedback during a
playworkshop?

Focus on specific scenes or elements, suggest alternatives, ask questions to clarify intentions, and balance

critique with positive observations.

How can feedback that only says what you don't like be transformed into

more constructive input?

By explaining why you dislike certain aspects and proposing concrete ideas for improvement, feedback

becomes a tool for growth rather than just criticism.

Additional Resources

What Kind Of Feedback Is Helpful When Workshopping A Play? Feedback That Only Says What You
Don’t Like

Workshopping a play is an essential phase in the development process, offering playwrights a rare
opportunity to refine their work through the eyes of an audience and trusted collaborators. However, not
all feedback is equally valuable. Among the most common—and often least helpful—responses are those that
focus solely on what the reviewer doesn’t like. These critiques, while sometimes driven by genuine
concern or emotional reactions, can hinder progress if not properly framed or balanced. This article explores

the nuances of effective feedback during play workshops, emphasizing why feedback that only says what



you don’t like can be problematic, and how to foster more constructive, actionable responses.

The Nature of Feedback in Play Workshops

Before delving into the limitations of negative-only feedback, it’s important to understand what feedback

aims to achieve in a play workshop setting.

Goals of Feedback

- Clarify the Play’s Objectives: Feedback should help clarify whether the play’s themes, characters, and
structure are resonating as intended.

- Identify Strengths and Weaknesses: Constructive critiques highlight what works well and what needs
improvement.

- Guide Revisions: Feedback should provide specific suggestions for how to improve problematic areas.

- Encourage Artistic Growth: An atmosphere of supportive critique fosters experimentation and risk-

taking.

Effective feedback balances praise and critique, offering a comprehensive picture that guides the

playwright toward a more polished piece.

The Problem with Feedback That Only Says What You Don’t
Like

Feedback that solely highlights what the reviewer dislikes—without offering insight into why or how to

improve—can be detrimental for several reasons.

1. It Lacks Constructiveness and Specificity

Critiques that simply state “I didn’t like this scene” or “This character feels oft” leave the playwright with
little to go on. Without further explanation, the artist is unable to understand the root of the problem or

how to address it.



2. It Discourages Artistic Risk-Taking

When feedback focuses only on negatives, it can make playwrights hesitant to experiment or take bold

creative choices, fearing rejection or negative reactions. This stifles artistic growth and innovation.

3. It Creates a Negative Atmosphere

A workshop environment thrives on mutual respect and open-mindedness. Excessive negative-only
feedback can foster defensiveness, anxiety, and a sense of failure, undermining the collaborative spirit

essential for a productive workshop.

4. It Offers No Path Toward Resolution

Knowing what doesn’t work is only part of the puzzle. Without suggestions or guidance, the playwright is

left to guess what might improve the problematic elements, wasting valuable time and energy.

5. It Risks Overgeneralization and Personal Bias

Comments like “I don’t like this play” or “This scene feels wrong” tend to be subjective and unhelpful

unless contextualized. They may reflect personal taste rather than objective issues with the work.

Why Negative-Only Feedback Is Insufficient for Play

Development

The development of a play is a complex, iterative process. Feedback that is exclusively negative hampers

this process by failing to provide the necessary detail and support.

1. It Obscures the Play’s Strengths

Focusing only on what’s wrong risks neglecting what’s working well. Without acknowledgment of

strengths, the artist may become demoralized or lose sight of the play’s core value.

2. It Hinders Specific Revisions

Good revisions rely on targeted feedback. Vague negatives—*“I don’t like this”—do not specify whether the

issue is with the dialogue, pacing, character development, or thematic clarity.



3. It Fosters Defensive Reactions

When playwrights receive only negative comments, they may become defensive, less receptive to future

critiques, or resistant to making necessary changes.

4. It Devalues the Audience’s Role

‘While honest reactions are vital, feedback should be seen as a collaborative dialogue. Negative-only

responses can diminish the trust and mutual respect essential for honest, productive exchanges.

Strategies for Giving Helpful Feedback in Play Workshops

Constructive feedback is an art. Here are strategies to ensure critiques are both honest and helpful:

1. Use the “Sandwich” Method

- Start with a positive comment: Highlight what works well.
- Address specific issues: Identify what doesn’t work and why.

- End with encouragement or suggestions: Offer ideas for improvement or emphasize potential.

2. Be Specific and Provide Examples

Instead of saying “I didn’t like the dialogue,” specify: “Some of the dialogue feels unnatural because it
doesn’t reflect how people speak in real life. For example, the monologue on page 45 could be more concise

and show more character personality.”

3. Focus on the Play’s Objectives and Audience Experience

Frame critiques around whether the play’s themes, story arc, or emotional impact are effective, rather than

personal taste.

4. Offer Suggestions, Not Just Criticisms

If a scene drags, suggest ways to tighten it or propose alternative approaches.



5. Balance Negative Feedback with Positive Reinforcement

Highlight what’s working before discussing what isn’t. This encourages resilience and motivation.

Creating a Feedback Culture That Encourages Growth

The environment of a workshop influences the quality of feedback. Cultivating a culture of kindness,

honesty, and specificity is essential.

1. Establish Clear Guidelines

Set expectations that feedback should be respectful, specific, and aimed at development.

2. Promote Listening and Empathy

Encourage reviewers to understand the playwright’s intentions and ask clarifying questions rather than

making assumptions.

3. Encourage a Balanced Perspective

Aim for a ratio of positive to constructive comments—such as the “praise-plus-criticism” approach—to

maintain morale.

4. Provide Training or Prompts for Feedback

Offer participants prompts or frameworks to guide their critiques, ensuring they are helpful and respectful.

Conclusion: Moving Beyond Negative-Only Feedback

While all creators face criticism, the goal of workshopping a play is to foster growth through meaningful
dialogue. Feedback that only says what you don’t like, without context, suggestions, or acknowledgment of
what works, can be counterproductive. It risks demoralizing the playwright, obscuring the path to

improvement, and stifling creative exploration.



To maximize the benefits of a workshop, feedback should be specific, constructive, and balanced. It should
highlight strengths, pinpoint issues with clarity, and offer actionable suggestions. By cultivating a
supportive feedback culture, playwrights can navigate critiques more effectively, ultimately leading to

richer, more compelling theatrical works.

In the end, the most helpful feedback is honest yet compassionate, critical yet constructive—a vital

ingredient in the collaborative art of play development.
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