ESSAYS ON COMMUNICATION ECOLOGY

COMMUNICATION AND REPAIR

The Selt-Awareness and Intention-
Response Feedback Loop

Learning from What Communication Produces

Marcy Fetzer, PhD, SHRM-SCP

Leadership Communication Ecology

THE INTENTION-RESPONSE LOOP

01 INTENTION What outcome do I intend for this speech turn?

What behavior have I chosen to implement that
intention?

02 BEHAVIOR

03 RESPONSE What response did my behavior invoke?
04 EVALUATION Did the response support the outcome I intended?

If not, clarify the intention or modify the behavior and

05 MODIFICATION .
try again.

Communication becomes a learning process when response is treated as information rather than merely
reaction.

Conflict communication improves when people learn to see their own participation in the
exchange more clearly. This is one of the central contributions of self-awareness: it allows a
person to move beyond reacting automatically and toward noticing how intention, behavior,
response, evaluation, and modification shape the course of a conversation. The loop identified
in the starter text begins with intention, moves through behavior and response, and then
returns through evaluation and modification, creating a cycle in which communication is not
only expressed but also examined and adjusted.
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At the level of conflict, this matters because people often assume that what they intended is
enough to explain what happened. Yet the experience of the other person is not determined by
intention alone. A speaker may intend clarity and still communicate in a way that feels abrupt,
dismissive, or confusing. A speaker may intend honesty and still frame the truth in a way that
sounds punitive or self-protective. The intention matters, but it does not complete the
communicative act. What actually occurs in the relationship depends on how the intention is
translated into behavior and how that behavior is received.

This is why the first question in the loop, “What is my intended outcome for this speech turn?” is
so important. It requires a person to pause long enough to recognize that every turn of speech is
moving toward something. Sometimes the aim is to clarify, sometimes to correct, sometimes to
protect a boundary, sometimes to repair, and sometimes simply to be understood. Without that
awareness, people often speak from impulse rather than purpose, and conflict becomes organized
by reflex instead of by judgment. Self-awareness does not eliminate emotion, but it creates a little
more space between feeling and expression, which can make the difference between escalation
and constructive response.

The second question, “What behavior have I chosen to implement my intention?” shifts attention
from abstract motive to concrete action. This is where communication becomes visible. Tone,
wording, pace, timing, posture, volume, and choice of emphasis all become part of the message. In
conflict, these behavioral details often communicate as much as the content itself. A person may
say the right thing but deliver it in a way that undermines trust. Another may speak imperfectly
but still invite understanding because their behavior communicates care, restraint, or willingness
to engage. The loop encourages people to recognize that intention must be embodied, and that the
embodiment of intention deserves careful attention.

The third question, “What response did my behavior invoke?” introduces one of the most
important truths in conflict communication: meaning is not completed by the speaker alone. The
response of the other person is part of the communicative reality that must be taken seriously.
People often treat a negative reaction as proof that they were misunderstood, while ignoring the
possibility that their own behavior helped produce the response. The feedback loop resists that
simplification. It asks the communicator to notice not only what was meant, but what was
received, because the quality of the relationship is revealed in the interaction between those two
things.

The fourth question, “Did the response create or support the outcome I intended?” is where
evaluation enters the process. This question moves the person from self-expression to self-
examination. It asks whether the actual result of the exchange aligned with the desired result, and
if not, why not. In conflict communication, this evaluation is essential because it prevents
repetition without reflection. A person who never evaluates will often repeat the same
communicative habits while assuming the problem lies entirely with the other side. Evaluation
interrupts that pattern by making the outcome itself a source of information.
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The fifth movement, modification, completes the loop by asking, “If not, I must clarify my
intention or modify my behavior and try again.” This is where self-awareness becomes
communicative discipline rather than private insight. A person who modifies does not simply feel
regret; they adjust. They refine the goal, change the phrasing, alter the timing, soften the delivery,
strengthen the boundary, or slow the pace of the conversation. Modification is not a sign of failure.
It is a sign that communication is being treated as a relational practice rather than as a one-time
performance.

In conflict, this feedback loop becomes especially valuable because it prevents two common
errors. The first is the assumption that good intentions guarantee good communication. The
second is the assumption that a negative response automatically means the other person is
unreasonable. The loop replaces both assumptions with a more responsible posture. It recognizes
that intention matters, but so does behavior; that behavior matters, but so does response; and that
response matters because it gives the communicator information that can be used for greater
clarity, accountability, and care.

A person who works through this loop begins to ask different questions in conflict. Instead of only
asking, “Was I right?” they begin to ask, “Was I clear?” Instead of only asking, “Did they
overreact?” they begin to ask, “What did my communication invite?” Instead of only asking, “Did I
say what I meant?” they begin to ask, “Did my speech create the effect I hoped for?” These
questions do not weaken a person’s position. They strengthen the person’s capacity to
communicate with greater precision and less defensiveness.

The deeper value of the loop is that it turns conflict into a site of learning. Rather than treating
disagreement as a moment to win, dismiss, or endure, the communicator can use it to become
more attentive to the relationship between inner intention and outward expression. Over time,
this kind of self-awareness increases the likelihood that difficult conversations will become
clearer, less reactive, and more repairable. In that sense, the feedback loop is not only a tool for
managing conflict. It is a practice that helps a person become more deliberate, more responsive,
and more trustworthy in the very moments when communication matters most.
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