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Chapter One

The ABCs of 360-Degree Feedback

O would some power the giftie gie us

To see ourselves as others see us!

It would from many a blunder free us,

And foolish notion.

—Robbie Burns

“360-degree feedback. It is time-consuming, people-intensive, rife
with politics, and comes with a significant price tag. Yet almost
every Fortune 100 company is doing it.”1 And it is estimated that
as many as 90 percent of Fortune 500 companies use some form of
it for either employee evaluation or development.2

So if the cost is high in dollars, time and energy, why has
360-degree feedback been so widely adopted by America’s largest
corporations? The answer: 360-degree feedback offers a unique op-
portunity to link specific leader behaviors to organizational
performance and for individuals to find out how their bosses, their
colleagues, their direct reports, their fellow team members,
their internal and external customers, and their suppliers per-
ceive their use of these behaviors.3 In so doing, it can “from many
a blunder free us” by providing a reality check.

Why This Book?

In our role as consultants, we have done in-depth research in the
field of 360-degree feedback for over twenty years. During that
time, we developed several questionnaires that measure leader-
ship competencies and influencing skills; we designed customized
360-degree instruments for a broad spectrum of clients and
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4 THE ART AND SCIENCE OF 360-DEGREE FEEDBACK

managed and administered 360-degree feedback processes for such
organizations as Coca-Cola, Bayer, New York Life, and GE Cap-
ital. Our work has taught us a great deal about helping people
achieve individual and organizational growth through the effec-
tive use of 360-degree feedback. This book is our way of sharing
what we have learned, so you can make the best decisions about
your own use of this important tool.

We have focused on answering the questions heard most often
from the human resource people, line managers, and participants
involved in the process: How do I know if 360-degree feedback
is the right tool to address my business’s needs? Where do I start
if I want to use 360-degree feedback in my organization? Will a
360-degree process purchased from a supplier get at the unique
nature of my organization, or should I develop a system in-house?
How can I get people’s support for the process? How can I ensure
that the feedback will be kept confidential? What is the best way
to keep the process alive?

How 360-Degree Savvy Are You?

Although articles describing the potential benefits or pitfalls of us-
ing 360-degree feedback have appeared in countless business and
professional journals, many people are still unclear about what it
is and how it can be used most effectively and, as a result, many
organizations are not taking advantage of 360 feedback as a tool to
enhance leadership or organizational performance. In 1996, as part
of our preparation for a speech to the New York Metro Chapter of
the Society of Human Resource Managers, we asked its members,
“What best describes your company’s use of 360-degree (multi-
rater) feedback?” While 21 percent reported some experience
working with 360-degree feedback, almost an equal number did
not even know what it was. In preparing for the revision of this
book in 2008, we surveyed 1,876 line managers and 550 human
resource managers about their use of 360. To our surprise, we found
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THE ABCS OF 360-DEGREE FEEDBACK 5

that only 12 percent of the line managers reported that they had
participated in a 360 process, and only 15 percent of the human re-
source managers reported that their companies had used 360, with
28 percent of those companies reporting that they were not using
it actively at the time of the survey. And in informal discussions
with respected providers of 360 feedback such as DDI, Korn/Ferry,
and PDI, it appears that anywhere between 9 and 20 percent of the
Fortune 500 have engaged in a 360 initiative involving a moder-
ate level of continuing participation over the period of the last two
years.4 Based on this data it appears that many organizations have
not yet realized the benefits of a 360 feedback process.

Before we move into a discussion of the ABCs of 360-degree
feedback, take a moment to assess your own know-how on the
subject. How prepared would you be to talk about this kind of
feedback with your boss or colleagues so that an informed decision
could be made about using it in your organization?

The questions that follow are ones you should be able to an-
swer in some depth if you are going to become an advocate for
360-degree feedback. Read them over, and ask yourself how confi-
dent you are of your ability to discuss these issues persuasively.

1. What is 360-degree feedback? How would you define it?

2. What benefits would the organization and individuals realize
from this process?

3. What kind of information is collected about people in the
360-degree feedback process? What are the different ways to
collect 360-degree feedback? Which would you recommend?

4. For which organizational levels in your company is 360-degree
feedback appropriate? Will people be required to participate?
How can you allay their anxieties?

5. What methods can be used to present people with the
feedback that has been gathered and to help them interpret
the data? Which method would you recommend?
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6 THE ART AND SCIENCE OF 360-DEGREE FEEDBACK

6. How can you ensure that people will take action on the
feedback they have received and that ongoing progress is
made?

7. How would you roll out a 360-degree process?

8. What resources do you need to make the effort a success?

9. What are the possible pitfalls involved, and how might you
avoid them?

If you feel you can answer most of these questions without dif-
ficulty, you have a good working knowledge of the topic and are
ready to begin your campaign for the use of a 360-degree feedback
process in your organization. This book can be a resource to you
as you develop and implement your strategy. If you feel you need
to broaden and deepen your understanding of the issues before you
can be a truly effective advocate, you should probably read this
book in its entirety. And if you can give only sketchy answers, or
none at all, to some of the questions, we are here to launch you on
your journey toward becoming 360-degree savvy.

What Is 360-Degree Feedback?

The feedback process we discuss in this book involves collecting
perceptions about a person’s behavior and the impact of that be-
havior from the person’s boss or bosses, direct reports, colleagues,
fellow members of project teams, internal and external customers,
and suppliers.

Other names for 360-degree feedback are multi-rater feedback,
multi-source feedback, full-circle appraisal, and group performance
review. The term “360-degree feedback” has come to be synony-
mous with feedback from multiple sources, even though the data
may not be gathered from every possible source. We will use the
terms 360-degree feedback and multi-source feedback interchange-
ably throughout.
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THE ABCS OF 360-DEGREE FEEDBACK 7

A Short History of Feedback

There is nothing new, of course, about people getting feedback on
their behavior and productivity. Initially, however, this feedback
came from the individual’s supervisor or the owner of the business.
Descriptions of working conditions at the turn of the 20th century
indicate that it was not unusual for feedback to be focused primar-
ily on productivity and to be given at the whim of the boss and,
more likely, only when things were not going well.

In the early 1950s, two ideas helped shape both the content
of the feedback that people received and the way in which it
was given. The wide acceptance and application of management
by objectives helped to formalize and focus the feedback process.
Bosses and workers were now able to establish and work toward
specific productivity targets. At about the same time, research on
employee motivation revealed that both productivity and job sat-
isfaction increased when people received information regularly on
how close they were to performance targets and what exactly they
were doing that kept them on or off track. Consequently, periodic
performance review meetings between individuals and their bosses
became the norm.

Such “downward feedback,” while a valuable tool for monitor-
ing performance and clarifying the behaviors that were contributing
to a certain level of productivity, provided only one perspective
and was necessarily limited. Furthermore, research has shown that
a boss’s evaluation may depend more on unit performance than
on observations of the individual employee’s behavior. In addition,
if not handled effectively, or if the boss and direct report disagree
about results and the cause of poor performance, these discussions
can have a negative effect on employee motivation.

During the mid-1960s and early 1970s, academics and prac-
titioners began exploring the question of how to provide people
with a broader and more accurate picture of their performance.
Researchers began to investigate the effect of feedback from direct
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8 THE ART AND SCIENCE OF 360-DEGREE FEEDBACK

reports—those most directly affected by the boss’s behavior—on
managerial performance. Several studies substantiated the hypoth-
esis that the perceptions of direct reports about a boss’s behavior
were accurate and had a positive impact, once the manager learned
how others perceived him or her. For that reason, companies like
IBM have been incorporating feedback from direct reports into
their performance discussions for more than thirty years.

In the mid-1980s, a study was conducted by the Center for
Creative Leadership—a not-for-profit research and training orga-
nization headquartered in Greensboro, North Carolina—and the
researchers’ conclusions about management development are de-
scribed in two books. One was written by Morgan W. McCall, Jr.,
Michael M. Lombardo, and Ann M. Morrison and entitled The
Lessons of Experience: How Successful Executives Develop on the Job5

The other—Key Events in Executives’ Lives—is by Morgan W. Mc-
Call, Jr., Esther Lindsey, and Virginia Homes.6 These books helped
get the idea of upward feedback into the mainstream.

Says Randall White, who was at the Center for Creative Lead-
ership for fourteen years, “The work we were doing at the Center
on the development of senior executives made it clear to us that
people’s assessment of an individual varied depending on whether
they were a boss, a peer, a direct report, or a customer. Our research
also showed that people learned from experience—the events in
their lives served as a classroom.”

Three key findings of the study focused people’s attention on
the value of 360-degree feedback. The first was that feedback is
an important element of a person’s professional and personal de-
velopment. The second finding showed that the most effective
executives were learners—they made everything into a learning
experience. The third finding was that many people in organiza-
tions operated in feedback-poor environments.

In the case of middle and senior managers in particular, it was
recognized that they often received very little feedback on their
day-to-day performance; in many cases, they were evaluated in
terms of financial results alone. Their personal development needs
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were seldom, if ever, addressed. But in the 1990s, two trends once
again contributed to recognizing the importance of 360-degree
feedback—increasing competition and the renewed focus on the
customer.

The traditional hierarchical structure of most organizations
had always made for a cumbersome approval process and limited
sharing of information. As organizations attempted to succeed in
an increasingly competitive environment and meet the expecta-
tions of a better informed and more demanding customer base,
these weaknesses made it difficult to take advantage of new op-
portunities and respond quickly to changes in the marketplace.
Therefore, many companies began evolving toward flatter
structures that required communication and teamwork across orga-
nizational boundaries and empowered people at lower levels of the
organization to make their own decisions. As this evolution pro-
gressed, organizational structures that had been designed to ensure
that businesses and functions would be self-sufficient were replaced
with structures that encouraged interdependence.

The result of these changes, and of the downsizing that has
taken place in many companies, has been that managers at all lev-
els often have more people reporting to them than ever before.
In many cases, they are also required to work more closely with
people in other parts of the organization over whom they have
no direct authority but with whom they are expected to achieve
results. In such circumstances, they are unlikely to witness an indi-
vidual’s behavior personally for more than a few hours a week, and
vice versa. Thus, the traditional forms of feedback, both downward
and upward, yield less useful information than before.

Finally, neither upward nor downward feedback includes the
perspectives of a significant population—colleagues, members of
project teams, other senior managers, and customers—who de-
pend on and are affected by the behavior of a given manager.
These people are also in a position to observe a wide range of
behaviors that might not be apparent to a direct supervisor or a
direct report.
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By including colleague feedback, insight can be gained into
how the manager behaves in team situations; as teamwork
becomes increasingly important for achieving organizational ob-
jectives, this information becomes key. Colleague feedback can
also give unique insight into the use of influencing behaviors that
serve to gain commitment when no direct authority can be ex-
ercised. At the same time, colleague feedback helps to foster and
encourage teamwork by making employees aware that it is not just
the boss’s expectations that are significant.

Feedback from customers and others outside the organization
can provide yet another valuable perspective, since they are in a
position to judge the extent to which an individual’s behaviors
add value for the company. Their input can also serve to clarify
any conflict the manager may be having between responsibility to
the company and to the external client. In this way, barriers to
responsiveness may be illuminated.

Fast forward to the challenges of today and tomorrow. In “The
Changing Nature of Leadership,” an article published by the Cen-
ter for Creative Leadership in 2006, Andre Martin identified
several factors contributing to a required shift in leadership. Shift-
ing competitive bases, globalization, increased expectations from
various stakeholders, drive for innovation, and a need for reinven-
tion will require aspiring and current leaders to respond to their
external environments as well as their internal, or organizational,
environments in new ways. And, within the last decade, rapid
changes in technology have had an enormous impact on how peo-
ple interact, the speed with which they work, and those people to
whom they have access. Whether it is through the development of
new skill sets, being more flexible and adaptable, or better leverag-
ing diverse voices, individuals and organizations will need to know
the degree to which they are effective in their work and roles.

All of this leads us to 360-degree feedback. By gathering infor-
mation from many different people, it provides a complete portrait
of behavior on the job—one that looks at people from every an-
gle and every perspective, in their roles as direct reports, team
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members, managers of both internal and external relationships,
and sources of knowledge and expertise. It is like having a full-
length portrait, a profile, a close-up shot of the face, and a view
from the back all in one.

When feedback from all these sources is presented within a
framework that gives people the chance to practice key behaviors
and plan for improvement, it can serve as a lever to bring about
real, measurable changes in people’s behavior. Empirical research,
as well as anecdotal evidence, has shown that 360-degree feedback
can lead to improved performance in the areas evaluated.7

What Kind of Information Is Collected?

A 360-degree feedback process can be used to gather information
on an individual’s skills, knowledge, and style. Because there is a
lack of consistency about exactly what these terms mean, we have
provided working definitions in Exhibit 1.1.

Your decision about which type of information to collect will
depend on several factors—the business or leadership problem or
opportunity to be addressed, the role and level of the individual
who will receive the feedback, and the organization’s norms and
values regarding what is considered acceptable and appropriate.

Exhibit 1.1 Working Definitions for the Types of Data Collected
by 360-Degree Feedback

Skill Proficiency at performing a task; degree of mastery (for
example, ability to think strategically, communicate in
writing, delegate work, influence, negotiate, operate a
machine)

Knowledge Familiarity with a subject or discipline (for example,
knowledge of an industry or business)

Style A pattern of characteristics or ways of responding to the
external environment (for example, self-confidence, energy
levels self-sufficiency, emotional stability)
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12 THE ART AND SCIENCE OF 360-DEGREE FEEDBACK

The most useful questionnaires request feedback about specific
behaviors rather than asking for general judgments. For example,
instead of asking, “Is this person an inspiring manager?,” the ques-
tionnaire might ask, “How often does this person present a clear
and appealing vision of what can be accomplished with my (the
respondent’s) cooperation and support?” By phrasing the items in
terms directly relating to the person providing the feedback, you
avoid asking the respondent to hazard guesses about the manager’s
behavior toward others. Furthermore, the individual receiving the
feedback will get a clear picture of which specific behaviors need
to be changed or used more or less often.

Ideally, respondents should have a chance to rate not only how
frequently and effectively each behavior is used, but also its degree
of importance to them. Such information helps the individual re-
ceiving the feedback decide which behaviors it is most crucial to
focus on when the time comes to map out a development plan.

How Are the Data Collected?

The most common methods for gathering feedback data are ques-
tionnaires and one-on-one interviews. Let us take a look at how
each method works.

Questionnaires. Compared to just ten years ago when the vast
majority of our clients used paper-and-pencil applications, over 90
percent of those who participated in our survey reported they collect
questionnaire data either electronically or online. Questionnaires,
which generally take the form of a series of multiple-choice ques-
tions, ask people to assess an individual’s behaviors and actions
in certain key areas. Some questionnaires also include open-ended
questions that give respondents a chance to make comments or ob-
servations on subjects of their own choosing. There are hundreds
of questionnaires on the market today, and identifying the one that
will get at the things that are most important to you and your orga-
nization is no small feat. The questionnaire you choose will depend,
in part, on what type of data you want to collect.
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Fortunately, there are several resource guides available that
provide descriptions of the most widely used instruments. One of
the best guides—Feedback to Managers: A Review and Comparison
of Multi-Rater Instruments for Management Development—is pub-
lished by the Center for Creative Leadership. Feedback to Managers
specifies which questionnaires collect data on job-related skills.
And, Resource A at the end of this book provides examples to
give you a head start in your thinking.

Ideally, if you are using questionnaires, the process of adminis-
tering them will include these basic steps:

• People are informed about why the data are being collected
and how the information will be used.

• People receive a notification electronically asking that they
identify raters.

• The individual and all raters complete the questionnaire and
submit it electronically; a feedback report is generated.

• Individuals review their results, often with the guidance of a
trained facilitator; they analyze the information and
determine what next steps would be most appropriate, based
on what they have learned about themselves.

In a client organization where we were involved in their new
360 initiative, participating managers who had never had experi-
ence with multi-rater feedback found the questionnaire process to
bestraightforwardandvaluable.When“first timers”wereaskedwhy,
they spoke about the importance of having the groundwork laid re-
lated to objectives and how the data would be used. This important
step as well as a smooth administrative process enabled them to be
open-minded to the experience. They also said that the instrument
focused on areas that had real meaning to them given the organi-
zational and business challenges they faced. All of this meant that
they could realize the full potential of the 360 initiative—getting
feedback frommultipleperspectivesanddetermininghowthat feed-
back could help them be even more effective in their roles. It also
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meant, at an organization level, that a large population could be
moved through the process efficiently and effectively.

One-on-One Interviews. Ideally, if you are using individual
interviews, the process will include these basic steps:

• As with the questionnaire process, the feedback recipient is
informed about why the data are being collected and how they
will be used.

• The feedback recipient helps determine what questions will be
asked and who will be interviewed.

• The interviewer schedules and conducts the one-on-one
interviews.

• The interviewer prepares a summary report that includes the
key themes and patterns, with representative (but
anonymous) quotes about the person’s behavior.

• The feedback recipient and the individual who collected the
data and prepared the report meet to review the findings and
discuss the next steps.

• The recipient creates a personal development plan that
involves specific activities, target dates, and progress review
points.

Individual interviews can serve as a stand-alone method of
data collection or as a complement to the data collected by ques-
tionnaires. The interviews can be conducted at the same time the
questionnaire is administered or as a follow-up activity to elaborate
on or clarify the findings provided by the questionnaire.

Many practitioners believe that multiple data collection
methods provide the best picture of an individual’s behavior. One
proponent of this approach is David DeVries, formerly an executive
vice president of the Center for Creative Leadership and presently
partner of Kaplan-DeVries, a consulting firm that specializes in us-
ing 360-degree feedback for executive development. DeVries feels
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that “feedback should involve different sources and different modes
or media. I would argue for the addition of interviews as an integral
part of any 360-degree questionnaire method. When you hand out
a questionnaire, you collect a certain kind of data that are help-
ful but tend to be more global. It’s awfully useful to complement
that with interviews, which provide a very different kind of data.
They don’t negate or contradict what is in the questionnaire but
offer concrete examples.” Randall White agrees: “Interviews pro-
vide context, not just strengths and weaknesses. They flesh out the
questionnaire data.” He adds, “But most organizations don’t have
the resources to collect that kind of data.”

Where Is 360-Degree Feedback Being Used?

Although 360-degree feedback is used at all levels in today’s or-
ganizations, its most frequent use is with managerial populations,
especially at the more senior levels. In our recent survey of human
resource professionals, we learned that 60 percent use it for exec-
utive levels, 72 percent use it with senior managers, 71 percent
use it with middle managers, and 31 percent use it with first-line
managers. In addition, 41 percent said multi-rater feedback was
used with individual contributors and 31 percent use it with ad-
ministrative/support populations. Respondents were able to select
all responses that applied, so it is safe to assume that several orga-
nizations use the technology with more than one level of their
population. (This also explains why the percentages add up to
more than 100 percent.)

We asked several heads of human resource functions and man-
agers of training and development how their organizations decided
which level of manager should be the first to receive 360-degree
feedback. The decision appears to be strongly linked to the purpose
of the 360 initiative. For example, when Eisai, Inc., introduced
their Leadership Expectations, they started the 360 feedback pro-
cess with the senior executive team. “We developed our leadership
expectations to clarify what it means to be a leader at Eisai,” says
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Janis Lane, the senior director of human resources. “We knew that
to manage the transition and hold people accountable for these
behaviors we would need to integrate them into our performance
management system and provide people with feedback on how ef-
fectively they were currently using these behaviors. We decided
we needed to start at the top of the house and the senior team
was more than willing to get behind the initiative and model the
behavior they wanted from the rest of the organization. This sent
a clear message that we were serious about the change and about
holding people accountable.”

At Wilmington Trust their 360 process is a tool that supports
development related to succession planning. It is used as a standard
source of feedback in two high-potential leadership development
programs targeted primarily at middle managers. “Our leadership
excellence model outlines the competencies that are critical to cre-
ating the kind of company we want to be,” says Gail Howard, the
senior vice president of human resources. “In the beginning we used
the model in the form of a checklist to collect data from the boss
on strengths and development needs of possible successors. We re-
cently moved to an electronic questionnaire, which allows us to
collect data more efficiently and from many more perspectives.”

American Express uses 360 with their high-potential entry-
level vice presidents. “The 360 is part of a broader initiative called
the Compass Program,” says Paul Leone, Ph.D., manager of assess-
ment and evaluation. “The program participants get a pre- and
post-test, which is intended to create self-awareness and provide
insights for how to target their learning experience. The 360 data
is also used as input for each individual’s development planning,
and we also use the results of the pre- and post-test to measure the
effectiveness of the program.”

How Is 360-Degree Feedback Being Used?

When asked, “What are the three most frequent uses of 360-degree
(multi-rater) feedback in your company?,” 40 percent of the hu-
man resource managers in our survey responded that it was being
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used for individual development; 16 percent said to enhance team
effectiveness, 11 percent said to facilitate culture change, 7 percent
said to inform the performance appraisal process, and 6 percent or
fewer said to identify individual or organizational training needs,
to support the achievement of business strategy, to help make se-
lection decisions, or as part of a coaching intervention.

Our survey also asked line managers who had participated in
multi-rater feedback to identify what they believed was the pur-
pose of the process (they could choose all that apply, therefore
percentages don’t add up to 100). At the top of the list was individ-
ual development (61 percent), followed by to inform the
performance appraisal discussion (46 percent), to enhance team
effectiveness (33 percent), to identify individual or organizations
training needs (28 percent), and to support the achievement of
business strategy (24 percent). Fourteen percent or fewer said as
part of a coaching intervention, to facilitate culture change, or to
help make selection decisions.

In our own practice we have found development to be the most
frequent use, but sometimes just as a starting point. We have seen a
trend toward a broader use of 360-degree feedback, as organizations
become more comfortable with the technology and become more
aware of its potential to facilitate change. Having helped hundreds
of companies solve a wide range of business issues, we have seen
360-degree feedback used effectively in a number of ways in ad-
dition to development. What follows is a list of applications for
multi-source feedback that have proved effective.

To Achieve Business Strategy and Culture Change by
Clarifying the Behaviors That Are Required to Support These
Initiatives. Once an organization has clarified its strategic direc-
tion and determined its business objectives, a 360-degree feedback
process can be a key element in refocusing the workforce to attain
changed organizational goals through changing their behavior.

Real culture change can be achieved only by getting people at
all levels of the organization to behave in ways that support the
change. Leaders must both adopt new behaviors and encourage
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different kinds of behavior in others. People need to know not only
whatwill be required of them in the futurebuthow much divergence
there is between their current behavior and future expectations.

Gathering feedback on the relevant behaviors sends a clear
message to people throughout the organization about what is
important and what will be evaluated and rewarded. Since the
manager’s boss, direct reports, and peers are often in the best po-
sition to observe his or her current behavior and highlight any
gaps relative to expectations, 360-degree feedback can be a highly
effective starting point for change.

Hy Pomerance, Ph.D., global head, talent management, hu-
man resources, UBS Investment Bank, describes how tailoring the
feedback that is collected as part of their Performance Manage-
ment and Measurement (PMM) process provides the opportunity
to drive critical behaviors in the organization. At its inception, the
360 was a way to get alignment around culture and the best way to
link pay to performance. The 360 and the PMM were a roadmap
that continues to evolve and to send messages about what is impor-
tant. “We will step back on occasion and make adjustments to the
categories that make up our system. For example, if we feel that
cross-selling or cross-organizational collaboration are not occur-
ring at the levels that are required to meet our business objectives,
these behaviors become part of the feedback that is collected. Peo-
ple learn what is critical for the business and get explicit feedback
on how their behavior is or is not contributing to the accomplish-
ment of those objectives.”

To Enhance Individual and Team Performance. As our sur-
vey data show, 360 feedback can be a powerful element in
pinpointing and driving individual development needs. When ap-
plied at an individual level, a range of objectives can be met,
including helping managers make the transition to a role with
greater or more diverse responsibility, understanding the behav-
iors that are required for success at the next level, and clarifying
skill gaps and highlighting development needs.
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A high-potential manager in one of our client organizations
describes how participating in a 360 process was an invaluable way
to understand what would increase the likelihood of her ability to
advance in the organization. The results from an internally de-
veloped tool helped her learn about what she was doing well and
should continue to do and what she needed to improve. She says,
“In most places it is easy to get downward feedback, but not as easy
to get upward feedback. While my results were overwhelmingly
positive, the constructive feedback was helpful in that I was able
to attend to areas before they became blind spots that worked their
way into my day-to-day behavior.” As a result of her development
strategies, the manager was able to work more effectively with her
project teams—she listened to their feedback about her need to be
“present” in meetings, not letting competing priorities distract her,
and to remain focused on the project objectives in front of them.
She especially felt that the feedback she received was of high qual-
ity and from people who could “go beyond one point in time and
give a perspective that provided themes and threads.”

The behaviors that contribute to an individual’s effectiveness
as a member of a team are very different from those required in
more traditional hierarchical relationships. As organizations
increasingly turn to team structures—cross-functional teams of
various tenure—to improve profitability through enhanced effi-
ciency, responsiveness, and quality, people find they have to learn
a new set of skills. Many companies are developing 360-degree
feedback processes that focus on skills required for effective team-
work; the data they gather can both clarify which behaviors are
most essential and help people understand what they have to do
to help improve team effectiveness.

Penny Nieroth, president, Learning by Design, has found the
use of 360 in team settings to be particularly valuable after a new
team has been formed. She describes administering a 360 in com-
bination with a personal style assessment. “A team that has been
working together for several months can use the individual data
and group data as a starting point to break down barriers and
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build relationships. Focusing on emotional intelligence factors was
especially useful for helping members of a cross-cultural team ac-
knowledge personality issues and personal challenges.” Nieroth, in
following up with the team several months after her initial work,
found that relationships had improved, business issues were being
addressed more directly, and the strengths of each individual were
being valued and leveraged by all.

As Part of Human Resource Management Systems, to En-
sure That Critical Job-Related Behaviors Are Being Developed,
Evaluated, and Rewarded. Just as individuals use 360-degree
feedback to determine their own development needs, organiza-
tions can use aggregate reports to create a profile of training and
development needs across the company. This profile makes it pos-
sible to plan effective interventions—training, job assignments,
mentoring, or coaching—to improve people’s performance or help
them align their behavior with organizational goals and values.

UBS is one of many organizations where this is the case. Hy
Pomerance says that the aggregated data from their PMM is used
to inform the design and delivery of various talent management
programs. In addition, UBS has a separate 360 that is used strictly for
development purposes as part of a program for senior high-potential
managers or key position holders.

Recent trends indicate that the use of multi-source feedback
for administrative purposes is on the rise.8 More and more perfor-
mance appraisal systems are being revamped to include evaluations
from peers and direct reports.9 Fifty percent of companies that re-
sponded to a recent survey indicated that multi-source feedback
was being used for formal appraisal, job placement, pay decisions,
and downsizing. In fact, one organization that compared the pre-
dictive accuracy of its assessment center data and that of direct
report feedback discovered that feedback of direct reports was a
better predictor of leadership effectiveness.10

Detailed examples of these applications are given in Chapter
Two. In most cases, we found that the feedback process addressed
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more than one of these goals. This is because the goals them-
selves, as they are defined by the organization, may be intricately
entwined. For example, promoting culture change and achieving
business objectives are seldom approached as two distinct, separate
aims; rather, the culture change itself is generally intended to serve
a business purpose.

Key Decisions About Using 360-Degree Feedback

If you decide that 360-degree feedback can prove useful to your or-
ganization, you and your colleagues will have important decisions
to make about the levels in the organization where you will use it,
the method you will use to collect the data, the questionnaire you
will use for the chosen method, and how you will help people un-
derstand the feedback and determine next steps. These decisions
will vary according to the purpose of the feedback, the nature of
your company, and the resources available.

This book focuses on providing you with the information you
need to make the best possible decisions about the following:

The Right Approach for Collecting and Presenting Feedback
in Your Organization. You will need to consider which skills,
knowledge, and styles are relevant in order to decide what the fo-
cus of the information-gathering process should be—whether you
want to gather feedback through questionnaires, one-on-one in-
terviews, or some combination of the two; whether to purchase a
questionnaire, if one is to be used, or to develop it in-house; how
to find the best questionnaire for your purposes, if the decision is
to purchase; and whether to present the feedback in one-on-one
meetings or in group settings.

Generating Enthusiasm and Commitment Among Key
Decision-Makers in the Organization. Widespread support is im-
portant for getting the green light for a 360-degree feedback
process and for ensuring its ultimate success. In particular, the sup-
port of senior managers should be enlisted as early in the process as
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possible. Such support can best be generated by linking the 360-
degree process with specific business initiatives and clarifying the
cost and benefits to both the organization and individual employ-
ees. When key decision-makers understand that the feedback has a
role to play within the context of larger organizational goals, they
are more likely to become advocates for the process. And once se-
nior managers are committed to the idea, they can communicate
their enthusiasm to those at lower levels of the organization.

Ensuring That the Data Collected Are Useful and of High
Quality. You will want to design the process to increase the like-
lihood that participants will receive useful data in a nonthreat-
ening form and environment. Issues to be addressed include how
to protect the confidentiality of raters, how to select and ensure a
sufficient number of respondents, how to present the feedback in
the most effective way possible, and how to make it clear to par-
ticipants the ways in which the feedback can help them increase
their job effectiveness.

Providing Meaningful Training, Development, and Follow-
Up Activities. You will need to consider what kind of individual
counseling and monitoring should be provided during and after the
implementation of 360 feedback, what sort of training courses will
be most useful and how to make them available, how best to en-
sure thatpeople formulate relevant, realisticdevelopmentgoals, and
how to monitor participants’ progress toward reaching their goals.

Concluding Remarks

In the case of 360-degree feedback, both process and content are
very important. The way in which the feedback is collected and
presented, as well as the questions asked, can have an enormous
effect on how feedback is received. For that reason, you will want
to give careful consideration to both in the design of your process,
in order to make sure that it serves the purpose for which it is
intended.
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