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360° feedback – building systems that work
Executive summary
We interviewed more than 50 clients, coaches and participants 
in order to develop our understanding of what distinguishes 
effective 360° feedback systems from ineffective systems. We 
identified a number of factors that appear to impact:

1.  Participants’ satisfaction with the process
2.  The likelihood that participants will feel better about 

themselves after receiving feedback – wellbeing
3.   The probability that participants will change their 

behaviour

We found that:

 f Face-to-face initial briefings may be more effective than 
briefing by e-mail in terms of wellbeing

 f Well-matched off-the-shelf tools may be more effective 
than customised tools in terms of change and wellbeing

 f If participants are debriefed by a specialist, participants 
may be more likely to make changes, to be satisfied with 
the process, and to feel better about themselves

 f Having a clear process by which to move to action leads 
to participants being more likely to make changes and to 
feeling better about themselves after receiving feedback.

In the Discussion section of this Bulletin we outline a 360° 
feedback ‘Process Architecture’ as a guide for reviewing, or 
building anew, a 360° feedback system.

Introduction
People don’t like to be criticised. Criticism, if not delivered 
thoughtfully, speaks to rejection, and rejection is one of 
our most deep-seated fears. As coaches we regularly come 
across people struggling to come to terms with feedback, 
people for whom receiving feedback was a distressing 
experience that served only to alienate them from their 
colleagues and the organisation. On the other hand, 
theories of adult learning point to the value of receiving 
feedback. Feedback can help us to better understand 
how we are perceived, enabling us to better manage the 
impact we have on others. In our work as coaches we 
often come across people for whom receiving feedback 
was an empowering experience, people who discovered 
new levels of self-belief, spurring them on to achieve great 
things.

Many of us are ambivalent about feedback. Feedback can 
be valuable, but both the giving and receiving of feedback 
can feel risky (Jackman & Strober, 2003). As a consequence, 
the flow of feedback in many organisations is constrained 
(Garavan et al, 1997) and 360° feedback has evolved into an 
almost ubiquitous tool for opening up feedback channels. 
Morgeson et al (2005) reported that 90% of Fortune 1000 
firms use some form of multisource tool.
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As coaches we are frequently asked to work with 360° feedback, explaining the results of feedback, helping 
people to make sense of the feedback they have received, and/or helping people to decide what they want 
to do differently. Often we find ourselves working within well designed 360° feedback systems where we 
feel we are able to make a significant contribution. Sometimes we feel our efforts are less effective. These 
experiences led us to investigate more systemically some of the key factors to consider in building new 
programs featuring 360° feedback, or reviewing existing programs to make them more effective. We’d like to 
thank the seven organisations who agreed to work with us on this study, and we hope the findings will be of 
use to them, and to you.
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The Standards Australia Handbook for Coaching in 
Organisations says:

“Assessment and evaluation instruments, when used 
correctly, can be of enormous value to the coachee, the 
coach and the sponsoring organisation. These instruments 
can provide the coachee and coach with important data for 
determining goals, assessing progress, eliciting corrective 
feedback and identifying blind spots.”

However, the Handbook also says:

“Poorly interpreted or badly delivered results can 
lead to unnecessary distress, wasted effort and can be 
counterproductive for the individual and the organisation.”

Recognising that feedback is often useful, sometimes not, 
we set out to establish how clients, coaches and participants 
experience 360° feedback, and to come up with a framework 
to help clients make optimal use of such instruments.

Method
Seven organisations from 5 industries agreed to participate, 
each nominating 4-6 participants and their coaches, such that 
we arrived at a sample population of 7 clients, 35 participants 
and 17 coaches:

No. coaches

Organisation Industry No. 
participants

Whyte 
& Co Other

A Utilities 5 3 -

B Government 5 - 4

C Professional services 6 3 -

D Professional services 4 - 1

E Medical sales 6 3 -

F  Medical sales 4 1 -

G Financial services 5 2

35 12 5

Coaches in this study played different roles in different 
organisations. They may or may not have been responsible for 
the initial debrief, for helping the participant to make sense of 
the results and for helping the participant decide what actions 
to take as a consequence.

We used a questionnaire, tailored to each stakeholder group, 
enquiring as to:

1. The use of 360° feedback inside organisations

2.  The processes by which 360° feedback instruments are 
used

3.  Individual’s personal experiences of being rated through 
360° feedback

4. The benefits of using 360° feedback

5. Risks and plans to mitigate

We asked how 360° feedback is used inside organisations 
twice. First we framed it as an open question, then we gave 
participants a fixed choice with reference to five factors cited 
by Garavan (1997):

a.  To facilitate cultural change

b.  Part of succession planning systems

c.  Executive development

d.  To reinforce the organisation’s desired core values

e.  As input to performance evaluation

We also asked three quantitative questions:

1.  How satisfied were participants with their experience of 
360° feedback (1-10)?

2.   Did participants feel better about themselves after 
receiving feedback, or worse, or no different?

3.   Did participants make any changes to their behaviour after 
undergoing 360° feedback (yes/no)?

Results
1. What is 360° feedback used for?
Almost everyone surveyed said that their organisation uses 360° 
feedback for leadership/executive development. Graph 1 shows 
how respondents responded to Garavan’s five factors. In response 
to the open-ended question a few participants also mentioned 
the value of 360° feedback data in identifying capabilities at 
the organisational level.

Graph 1: For which of the following are the output of 360s 
used in the organisation?
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We also explored to what extent respondents in the same 
organisation were aligned as to their perspective on the use 
of 360° feedback. Graph 2 shows that whilst all stakeholders 
are in broad agreement that organisations use 360° feedback 
forexecutive development, there is much less agreement 
when it comes to the other four potential uses. For example, 
only 53% of coaches and 63% of participants, gave the same 
response as the client when asked if the organisation used 
360° feedback for culture change.

Graph 2: For which of the following are the output of 360s 
used in the organisation? % of coaches and coachees giving 
same response as OD managers

What might be causing this general lack of alignment? Four 
possible reasons occur to us:

i)  There is no clear positioning of 360° feedback within the 
organisation.

  We asked clients and coaches, to what extent the use of 
360° feedback was integrated into other components of 
the organisation’s L&D/OD strategies. Two of the 7 clients 
said that their use wasn’t integrated into the rest of their 
L&D/OD strategy.

ii)  Communication
  We asked participants how they were initially briefed on 

their participation in 360° feedback. Several respondents 
said that briefings were more focused on process than on 
purpose. For example:

“There wasn’t much said about purpose. They said it was 
for the coaching.”

iii) Degrees of centralisation
  Graph 3 shows the extent to which respondents in each 

organisation were aligned as to their perspective on the 
use of 360° feedback.

Graph 3: For which of the following are the output of 360s 
used in the organisation? % of coaches and coachees giving 
same response as OD managers by organisation

Alignment in organisations A, B, C and E was higher than in 
organisations D, F and G. In organisations A, B, C and E the 
OD team centrally administer the use of all programs in which 
360° feedback is used. In organisations D, F and G the use 
of 360° feedback is more widespread. In those organisations 
clients, coaches and participants often referred to different 
uses of 360° feedback. In organisation G, for example:

“There is no organisation-wide mandate as to the use 
of 360s as part of the performance management cycle. 
Some parts of the organisation implement it as part of 
performance evaluation and some don’t. Sales training use 
360s for cultural change and reinforcing core values, other 
functions don’t.”

iv) Espoused use vs actual use
  Some respondents distinguished between the official use 

of the tool, and actual use. For example:

“(It’s) not officially (used for performance management), 
but I can imagine it might be.”

2. Satisfaction, wellbeing and change
We asked three quantitative questions:

i)  How satisfied were participants with their experience of 
360° feedback (satisfaction)?

ii)  Did participants feel better about themselves after 
receiving feedback, or worse, or no different (wellbeing)?

iii)   Did participants make any changes to their behaviour after 
undergoing 360° feedback (change)?
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Satisfaction
Participants overall rated their experience of 360° feedback 
at 7.5 out of 10. Clients perceived participant satisfaction to 
be marginally higher than it was (7.8) and coaches perceived 
participant satisfaction to be marginally lower (7.1). Looking 
at Graph 4 we can see reasonable alignment in most 
organisations.

Graph 4: How satisfied were participants with their experience 
of 360s feedback?
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In organisation A we see a lack of alignment between 
coach and participants. This may be a consequence of 
clients and coaches not having a shared understanding of 
the coaches’ role in the overall process. The client in this 
organisation established a process in which one company 
provided specialist feedback service on the results of 360° 
feedback, and a coaching company provided follow-up 
support. Participants expected more from their initial debriefs 
than they got, and expressed that disappointment to their 
coaches. Participants nevertheless expressed a high level 
of satisfaction with the overall process because they valued 
their coaches’ role in helping them interpret their feedback. 
Coaches however, didn’t appear to see themselves as part of 
the 360° feedback process and reported back the participants’ 
initial disappointment. The client answered the question 
with reference to a different 360° feedback program entirely 
(albeit another centrally administered program) in which this 
aspect of the process was designed differently. This points 
to the importance of clarifying the role of different players in 
the overall 360° feedback process, and making sure everyone 
shares the same understanding.

Wellbeing
We asked participants whether they felt better about 
themselves after receiving feedback, worse, or no different.

We found that a significant proportion of respondents felt 
worse about themselves at some stage of the process, but by 
the end of the process they felt better about themselves or no 
different. 

Some participants reported working through their negative 
feelings by themselves, but most valued support from others. 
For example:

“I was happy with feedback but a few things dug deep … 
‘oh no!’ … My coach supported me and helped me get it 
into perspective because I tend to focus on the negative.”

“After three days I felt better. That’s how long it took to 
build myself back up to the point where I could use it. 
I’m glad I was on the course, where there was support 
available.”

“I felt better because I had the facility to be able to call 
upon coaching. Coaching is really important and helped 
me to embrace myself, recognizing no-one is perfect and 
helping me to identify which bits of myself to nourish. 
When I received feedback before, with a different 
organisation, I was just given the results. I went back to my 
room and felt offended and found myself making excuses, 
thinking outside not inside. There was no closure.”

Where support wasn’t available, a couple of participants were 
left feeling disappointed with their organisation:

“Feedback was given on areas for improvement, then it 
ended. They were hard issues for me to deal with, and 
yet I didn’t necessarily see those things as big problems. I 
wanted to test it a bit, but HR said they weren’t sure how to 
help. They asked if my boss could help.”

“I felt a little lost. There was no robust process. I was left 
with feelings of disrespect and was disappointed with the 
organisation and their view of personal development.”

Change
We asked participants whether or not they had changed 
any aspect of the way they went about doing things as 
a consequence of undergoing 360° feedback. 80% of 
participants said they did make changes. Participants who 
didn’t make changes said things like:

“Some stuff is hard-wired – it’s difficult to manage by 
yourself. Guidance would have been good.”

3. Process and outcomes
We asked client and participant about specific aspects of 
process:

1.  How participants were initially briefed on the purpose of 
360° feedback

2.   The match between the 360° feedback questionnaire and 
the organisation’s values

3.  How participants were debriefed on their results

4.  How participants were supported into moving to action

We then looked for possible correlations between process 
and outcomes (satisfaction, wellbeing and action).



5

Initial briefing
E-mail was the most popular form of pre-instrument briefing, 
followed by group face-to-face briefings and word-of-mouth. 
Word-of-mouth was explicitly used as a briefing strategy by 
organisation C, a relatively small organisation. Graph 5 shows 
that e-mail briefings may lead to participants being less likely 
to feel better about themselves after receiving the results of 
their feedback than other forms of briefing.

Graph 5: Initial briefing vs. satisfaction, wellbeing & change

Match between 360° feedback questionnaire and 
organisation’s values
In the organisations we studied, tailored surveys were used 
more often than off-the-shelf product, and (logically) were 
more likely to reflect the organisation’s values. Graph 6 though 
suggests that a well matched off-the-shelf tool may lead to 
a greater sense of wellbeing, and perhaps also a greater 
likelihood of change. This sounds counter-intuitive. Qualitative 
data though suggests that there are other aspects of tool 
design more important than the extent to which questions 
match organisation values, such as the quality of the report 
and ease of interpretation.

Graph 6: Culture/values match vs. satisfaction, wellbeing  
& change

Results debriefing
More than 75% of respondents said they received feedback 
by someone specifically designated to perform the task, either 
individually or in a group scenario. Others were debriefed by 
their line manager. Graph 7 suggests that being debriefed by 
a specialist may lead to higher levels of participant satisfaction, 
a greater sense of wellbeing and likelihood of change.

Graph 7: Debrief vs. satisfaction, wellbeing & change

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

ChangeWellbeingSatisfaction
Word of mouthFtF - groupE-mail

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

ChangeWellbeingSatisfaction

Off-the-shelf/
good match

Off-the-shelf/
quite good match

Tailored/
good match

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

ChangeWellbeingSatisfaction

By line managerGroupIndividually



6

Moving from feedback to action
In describing the process by which participants decided what 
actions to take following feedback, Graph 8 shows that clients 
always specified some sort of process being in place, often 
describing it as the role of the line manager. Participants, 
on the other hand, were much less likely to report the line 
manager playing this role, and much more likely to say that 
they had been left to their own devices. For example:

“It was down to reading books and asking my line 
manager. It was up to me to come up with a plan.”

“It was down to me and my line manager, but we couldn’t 
think of any actions.”

Graph 8: Process supporting moving to action

Graph 9 suggests that having some form of process by which 
to move to action, recognised as such by the participant, leads 
to participants being more likely to make changes, and to 
feeling better about themselves after receiving feedback.

Graph 9: Moving to action vs. satisfaction, wellbeing & change

4. Success factors
We asked respondents to share with us their stories of 
experiencing 360° feedback, and to tell us what they thought 
were the main benefits and risks of feedback. The following 
success factors emerged from those accounts.

4.1 Clarifying the purpose of 360° feedback
All participants understood that 360° feedback is a tool 
that helps people to better understand how they are 
perceived by others, but not everyone understood why the 
organisation wanted them to go through this process. For 
example:

“The first time I did it, it wasn’t clear why I was being 
asked to do it. Everyone else seemed to be doing it and 
I just followed.”

“I was told I was doing it – I had no choice. I got the 
feedback report and a session with a coach who I didn’t 
choose.”

“If your confidence level is low or your mental state is low, 
it can feel like a witch-hunt. I was in a good place when I 
did it, but others were very nervous, asking – why me? – 
why now? – what have I done wrong?”

4.2 Selecting the right tool
Respondents talked about matching the tool to the 
individual’s specific need. For example:

“Different tools may be useful at different stages of your 
career. Organisations should pick the right tool for the 
right individual, otherwise it can be a waste of time or 
disenfranchising.”

Some respondents placed an emphasis on the rigor of 
the tool and having access to reliable data that allowed 
participants to benchmark themselves against established 
norms. Others placed more value on the richness of 
qualitative data. For example:

“Verbatim comments are authentic and refer to actual 
behaviour people have seen. Quantitative data doesn’t 
always convey the same level of understanding.”

“The person I was coaching had just done a 360. It 
confirmed what he was displaying but not in a way that 
was useful. For him it was just new criticism, expressed 
in terms that seemed quite judgemental and pejorative. 
Later we did a 360-by-interview which allowed us to 
explore the real issues.”

“The experience that stands out for me was a 360 
conducted by a search firm. They spoke to a range of 
people, marking me against their 1-7 scale. It was the 
most insightful and comprehensive feedback I have ever 
had.”

4.3 Timing
For example, timing 360° feedback with respect to other 
things happening in the business:

“Managers need to be given enough time to absorb it all. 
Conducting 360s in the middle of review time or around 
the end of the financial year, for example, doesn’t work 
well.”
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4.4 Choosing raters
Clients were particularly attuned to the risk of choosing only 
raters likely to provide encouraging feedback. For example:

“Some people pick people who they think will be more 
favourable, or else they don’t pick a diverse enough 
range. Then the results aren’t meaningful. It’s important 
to help the candidate to make good choices.”

Participants were more likely to mention the importance of 
picking people whose input they value. If participants don’t 
value or respect the opinions of raters, then they may be less 
likely to act upon the feedback. For example:

“I put a lot of effort into picking people whose input I 
would value. As a consequence I got quite a bit out of it.”

“I had twenty respondents. I think some people didn’t 
have the basis to assess me. It was a bit forced. Did 
everyone know me  well enough to answer?”

Some respondents contrasted the use of 360° feedback for 
development and assessment:

“If it’s being used for performance evaluation then the 
selection process needs to be clear and equitable. If it’s 
development, then you have a whole lot more flexibility.”

“There’s a really delicate balance in picking raters. Some 
managers want to pick and others don’t. Do you pick 
supporters, non-supporters or a mix? If it’s being used for 
performance evaluation and you’re being compared to 
peers – how do you make it reasonable? Here there is no 
standardised selection methodology and no incentive to 
ask detractors what they think.”

Sample size is important too:

“You need a reasonable sample size. I’ve seen it used 
badly when there were only three raters. Two had 
opposing views and swayed the overall score to a big 
degree. Big numbers neutralize extremishness.”

“If you have only a few raters, can they really be honest?”

If no-one is managing the overall process, then some people 
on the organisation may find themselves being asked to 
respond to too many 360s, a phenomenon known as ‘rater 
fatigue’. For example:

“I get asked to fill in a lot for other people. I tend to get 
quicker and quicker. The volume doesn’t encourage 
a thorough evaluation and it may end up more 
impressionistic than considered.”

“I once received four requests to rate others in ten 
minutes! That can lead to vanilla results.”

“People get jack of doing them. I have six in my inbox 
right now and I haven’t even started with my team. Then 
you don’t spend the time on them you should.”

All of which points to the value of actively managing rater 
selection:

“In the past when I’ve done 360s, people have answered 
respectfully and there’s been good governance. That was 
when the lists were decided by a small team who were 
administering the overall process.”

4.5 Rater briefing and management
Sometimes participants find their feedback confronting. This 
may be exacerbated if raters have responded inappropriately. 
Some respondents suggested that HR have a responsibility 
to oversee the process and to intervene when necessary. For 
example:

“I had a case where the person’s feedback was overly 
harsh. One of the people on her team had applied 
unsuccessfully for her job and provided extreme 
comments in the 360. She pushed the feedback aside  
and didn’t look at it again.”

“I’ve received comments in the past such as ‘this person 
couldn’t run a bath,’ which isn’t terribly constructive.”

“I had a massive argument with my boss because I felt he’d 
used the survey to give me feedback he should have given 
me  face-to-face and in a more constructive manner.”

“It can be tough to cop the feedback if it’s unexpected, or if 
people are thin-skinned. It needs extra special care before 
and after. HR should be aware of that and anticipating it.”

4.6 Debriefing, sense making and moving to action
Respondents distinguished between the debriefing process, 
in which they received their feedback results, sense making, 
in which they attempted to make sense of the feedback, and 
moving to action, in which they moved from awareness to 
action.

Different organisations assign different people to these roles. 
For example:

 f In organisations A and B, an external company fulfils the 
debriefing role, and coaching companies play the roles of 
sense making and moving to action.

 f In organisation C, an external company fulfils the 
debriefing role and sense making roles, and line 
management fulfil the role of moving to action.

 f In organisation G, internal OD staff play the debriefing role 
and coaching companies play the roles of sense making 
and moving to action.

 f In organisation E, the company run one program in which 
coaching companies play the roles of debriefing, sense 
making and moving to action. They run another program in 
which line management play the roles of debriefing, sense 
making and moving to action.

If these different roles are not commonly understood by all 
stakeholders, then transitions between roles may not be well 
managed, and the process flawed.
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Debriefing
Consistent with our quantitative analysis, respondents 
suggested it is important to contract a specialist (internal or 
external) to debrief the results. For example:

“You need someone to analyse the feedback – a specialist. 
It’s dangerous for people without that specialist experience 
to do it. The softening up approach isn’t sufficient; the 
individual must be given access to a genuine critique and 
help to interpret.”

“People can be very sensitive and immediately go to the 
negatives. It’s how we work with that person to normalize 
comments so they know they’re not a freak. Someone to 
walk you through it. It’s not helpful to get a report without 
explanation.”

“Someone needs to help you come up with your own 
conclusions. A long time ago I received feedback from a 
manager who focussed exclusively on the bad stuff, and 
used the feedback to try and push me into a certain job  
‘I know now – this is what you should be doing’.”

“Eight years ago I was presented with feedback in front 
of my boss. It was a deep, deep self assessment and my 
relationship with my boss wasn’t great. It felt like I was 
exposed in front of my boss and I didn’t enjoy it at all. I 
gained good insights but it shouldn’t have been done in 
front of him.”

“I had an excellent feedback session with a professional 
person, and felt really cared for because of it.”

Sense making
It’s one thing to understand the results; it’s another to integrate 
that feedback, to get ready to move forward with purpose 
and intent. That can be achieved either by contracting the 
feedback-giver to provide follow up coaching, or by following 
up feedback with coaching support from another agency 
(internal or external). For example;

“You need a solid well supported debriefing process. Not 
just one session. It needs to be integrated with a coaching 
approach (internal or external) through at least three 
sessions.”

“The person was strong willed and didn’t understand how 
their behaviour impacted on others. Others weren’t honest 
with him. He was considered to be very strong and people 
were loyal to him. There were issues around his team and 
he didn’t see that he may have been part of the issue. 
He had a great coach who led him through the verbatim 
comments and over time helped open his eyes.”

“The feedback brought up his communication style, and 
how it sometimes put people offside. This opened up a 
recent incident where he had been accused of bullying, 
an experience that he found stressful. He recognised he’d 
been armouring himself against others, which in turn led 
him to want to talk about authentic leadership.”

Moving into action
From the organisation’s perspective, of course, the payback 
for investing in a 360° feedback process is that the participant 
changes how they behave, becoming more effective as a 
manager/leader. This support may be provided by the line 
manager, or by a coach. For example:

“The first time I did it there wasn’t enough follow through. 
It was more a case of ‘Don’t just sit there – do something’. 
There must be some kind of action plan and follow-up, 
otherwise there’ll be no change. That can mean internal 
support, or external support – it doesn’t matter.”

“It was great to have a coach who had been through the 
data. Much of the feedback was as I expected, but there 
was some stuff about the way I was perceived, and the 
extent to which people considered me approachable. My 
coach helped me to develop a different communications 
style and to be more cognizant of what people expected 
from me.”

“The feedback framed areas of focus for me which I then 
took into coaching. Over time I made changes; I held back 
on giving my opinions and gave people more space.  
I became more collaborative.”

Discussion
Edwards & Ewen (1996) refer to a ‘Process Architecture’ 
for ensuring the design and implementation of successful 
360-degree assessment systems. On the basis of our results, 
and the published findings of other workers, we have 
constructed our own Process Architecture illustrated in  
Figure 1.

Our Process Architecture is quite broad. Other authors have 
presented models focussing on more detailed mechanics of 
tool design and implementation, for example Edwards & Ewen 
(1996), Fletcher et al (1998) and Morgeson et al (2005).

Organisational readiness
As distinct from individual readiness, organisational readiness 
is an important factor to consider (Morgeson, 2005). It may 
be too early to use 360° feedback where there doesn’t exist 
sufficient trust, openness and sharing (Van der Heijden & 
Nijhof, 2004). The level of trust and openness need not be 
absolute; respondents to this study talked of the potential 
360° feedback has for starting conversations and opening up 
dialogue, a role also mentioned by Morgeson et al (2005). 
Questions for the ‘process architect’ include to what extent:

 f Are leaders in my organisation comfortable in giving and 
receiving feedback?

 f Are senior leaders committed to encouraging the further 
development of open dialogue?

 f Would employees trust its leadership to use 360° feedback 
for developmental purposes only?

 f Are individuals likely to receive support in service of 
achieving their goals after receiving feedback?
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Figure 1: A process architecture for designing/reviewing 360 programs

Organisational purpose
According to Waldman et al (1998) some organisations use 
360° feedback because other firms use 360° feedback. In 
other words there may be no organisational purpose, rather 
just a belief that 360° feedback is a ‘good thing’. Even when a 
purpose is originally established, this can get lost over time. 
For example, in this study, of the 7 clients we spoke to, 2 
were both new to role and new to their organisation, 2 were 
contractors, and 1 has since left the organisation. To what 
extent does a clear initial purpose survive ongoing changes in 
organisation?

A clear purpose helps all stakeholders understand why the 
organisation is asking people to undergo 360° feedback, 
what kind of questions are likely to be asked, and what the 
organisation is hoping for as an outcome. It provides a context 
against which the organisation can select the right tool, 
engage stakeholders and frame expected outcomes.

Whether or not 360° feedback is to be used for development 
or assessment is important. Garavan et al (1997) cite evidence 
suggesting that raters respond differently depending on 
whether the feedback is to be used for developmental or 
assessment purposes. When 360° feedback is used as a basis 
for performance evaluation friends pump up their scores and 
rivals become “remarkably lukewarm”. We may also expect to 
see:

 f Managers focussing on pleasing subordinates in an effort 
to get higher ratings

 f Subordinates reluctant to be candid for fear of repercussions
 f Subordinates inflating ratings in order to score points with 

the manager
 f Employees being pushed hardest by their supervisors 

rating those supervisors more harshly

Questions for the ‘process architect’ include:

 f What do we hope will happen once a leader becomes 
more aware of how they are perceived by others?

 f Do we have particular aspects of leadership that we wish 
them to become more aware of?

 f How does this enhanced self-awareness relate to other 
aspects of our overall learning & development strategy?

 f Given the way that our organisation works, are we clear as 
to the extent the outcomes of 360° feedback are likely to 
be used for performance evaluation?

Tool selection
We heard different approaches to selecting 360° feedback 
instruments. Where there is an intention to compare leaders 
to a global norm, then clients are more likely to select a tool 
that comes with its own proprietary database, for example. 
If the intention is to provide participants with a rich source 
of qualitative data purely for developmental purposes, then 
clients may opt for 360° feedback by interview. In this study 
we found that a well-matched off-the-shelf tool may be more 
effective than a customised tool. 
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Questions to consider may include:

 f Are there particular tools that best address the particular 
aspects of leadership behaviour that we are interested in?

 f How important is it that we are able to assess people’s ratings 
against some kind of benchmark?

 f Consistent with our purpose for conducting 360° 
feedback,what kind of information do we want to be able to 
present to people who go through our assessment?

 f Would it help people engage with the purpose of 
conducting 360° feedback if we were to ask them to help us 
choose the tool we use?

Timing
In this study it was clear that ‘rater fatigue’ is a real issue for 
many, a problem exacerbated at busy times, such as year-
end. Morgeson et al (2005) suggests also that 360° feedback 
for development purposes shouldn’t be conducted around 
performance appraisal time. As Vinson (1996) says:

“How can a boss be aware of an employee’s feedback and 
not use it in his or her performance review – and not let it 
affect that person’s salary or advancement?”

Separating the two processes in time is one way of mitigating 
this risk.

Engaging stakeholders
In this study we found few people who understood the 
organisational purpose for participating in their 360° feedback 
program. The exceptions were some participants who requested 
to undergo the process themselves in service of personal goals.

1. Participants

Having considered organisational readiness, we should also take 
into account individual readiness. For example, Garvey Berger 
(2012) presents a constructive-developmental theory of adult 
development in which she posits that most adults operate either 
through a socialised form of mind or a self-authored mind – or 
somewhere in between. Those operating through a socialised 
mind look to others to make a decision when faced with 
choice. They cannot yet write their own rules and perspectives. 
These people may find 360° feedback particularly distressing, 
especially if the process is not properly supported, for the 
feedback is telling them they are doing something ‘wrong’. 
Without a quick route to understanding how to do that thing 
‘right’ they may be left in a frightening limbo. Those with a self-
authored mind make their own decisions and mediate among 
different perspectives with ease. They may appear to be more 
resilient, regarding the feedback as a set of perspectives from 
which they can easily stand aside and consider from a distance. 
Self-authored participants, who have worked in the organisation 
for a while, and who have experienced 360° feedback before, 
may express some impatience with briefings. They may have 
worked out the purpose of the exercise for themselves, based on 
their own understanding of how the organisation works. Those 
operating through a socialised mind, or aspects of a socialised 
mind (which is most of us), will need more support. A good 
process will take into account varying degrees of individual 
readiness, and will accommodate a diversity of needs. In this 
study we found that face-to-face initial briefings may be more 
effective than briefing participants by e-mail.

2. Line managers

We found that the majority of clients assume that line 
management will provide the support required to help 
participants move from feedback to action. Our data suggests 

that this may be true about 50% of the time. The rest of 
the time participants feel unsupported. Line managers are 
therefore assumed to have skills and/or motivation they may 
not actually possess. We also heard stories of line managers 
using 360° programs to deliver performance feedback, and 
to support their own beliefs around the development needs 
of individuals. All these findings point to the importance of 
engaging line managers in the purpose of 360° feedback, 
and the value of skills training for managers.

3. Raters

If 360° feedback processes are not well coordinated, then a 
rater’s experience may begin with a flood of data requests 
appearing one day in his/her inbox. The primary motivation 
for some raters may then be to clear their inbox, completing 
questionnaires as quickly as possible without due care 
and attention. A good process may need to be centrally 
coordinated. Particularly if a number of people are going 
through the process at the same time, efforts may need to 
be made to ensure individual raters are not subjected to a 
deluge of requests.

We spoke to several participants who doubted the 
extent to which their raters had responded thoughtfully 
and indeed a handful who believed one or two of their 
raters may have used the opportunity as a vehicle to vent 
thus far unspoken criticisms or frustrations. Under such 
circumstances a 360°feedback program may deliver little 
benefit to participants, who will be disinclined to regard the 
feedback as useful. Garavan et al (1997) cite evidence that 
suggests if managers believe that their raters have evaluated 
behaviours that they don’t feel those raters are qualified to 
evaluate, they are likely to discredit the process. Indeed it may 
serve to reinforce problematic relationships, distancing the 
participants from colleagues and/or the organisation.

360° feedback can never be ‘objective’. Engaging lots of 
people in the process may generate a more representative 
perspective, but not necessarily a more objective perspective. 
As Van der Heijden & Nijhof (2004) point out, subjectivity + 
subjectivity + subjectivity ≠ objectivity. Garavan et al (1997), 
Van der Heijden & Nijhof (2004), Eckert et al (2010) and 
others list a variety of reasons why 360° feedback will always 
be subjective. For example:

 f Raters may be influenced by the extent to which they like 
or dislike the employee in question (halo-effects)

 f Some raters may stereotype. Van der Heijden & Nijhof’s 
(2004),for example, found that supervisors have a 
relatively negative opinion of over-50s.

 f Different people may apply different meanings to 
particular words

 f Different people make different assumptions as to what 
constitutes strong or weak behaviour

 f Respondents are not always able to recall the past 
accurately

 f Used to track performance over time, raters may become 
more critical with successive administrations of the 
questionnaire 

Garavan et al (1997), Van der Heijden & Nijhof (2004) and 
Morgeson et al (2005) all suggest that raters should be 
routinely provided with guidance and training, including a 
description of the major competencies expected of the roles 
for which they are being asked to comment, yet reviewers 
of 360° programs generally have commented on the lack of 
training given to raters (Atkins & Wood, 2002).
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4.  Coaches

One role of the executive coach is to ensure that their 
participants craft goals consistent with the organisation’s 
goals. Coaches and feedback-givers who are familiar with 
the organisation’s motives in staging 360° feedback are in a 
better position to facilitate effective sense-making, and to help 
their participants construct action plans consistent with the 
organisation’s purpose and intent. We found varying degrees 
to which coaches appeared to be aligned with organisational 
goals. Where coaches had worked with the organisation 
for a while, or where briefing processes were thorough and 
robust, coaches were more likely to respond to questions 
about purpose and intent in alignment with clients. Where the 
relationship wasn’t as strong, or where there didn’t appear to 
be a coach briefing process, coaches appeared less likely to be 
aligned, and therefore potentially less effective in their work.

Questions for the process architect include:

 f Who is responsible for making sure the overall process 
runs smoothly?

 f How do we evaluate the extent to which participants are 
ready to engage in 360° feedback?

 f How will we communicate the purpose of conducting 360° 
feedback to all stakeholders, including service providers?

 f Do we need to provide training to raters and/or line managers?

 f To satisfy our purpose for conducting 360° feedback, do 
we need a rater selection policy?

Debriefing, sense making and moving to action
Receiving feedback does not in itself lead to change. 
McCauley & Moxley (1996) point to the importance of three 
other factors required to support an ‘unfreezing’ process 
whereby the manager is likely to change behaviours:

 f A process by which the individual is encouraged to hear 
and accept feedback

 f A developmental plan that is acted on
 f Organisational support for development.

In our model we further break down McCauley & Moxleys’ 
first factor into i) debriefing, and ii) sense making. This is a 
pragmatic distinction that reflects the way some organisations 
design their processes. Like McCauley & Moxley, we include 
‘moving to action’ as a discrete factor in our model. We 
incorporate their third factor under ‘organisational readiness’. 

Seifert et al (2003) provide evidence that individuals are 
more likely to change if they receive support. They looked for 
evidence of change in three groups:

1.  A group who received no feedback

2.  A group who received feedback, but no follow up

3.  A group who received feedback and attended a workshop

Only managers in the feedback + workshop group increased 
their use of some core influence tactics with subordinates.

In a study of 8 leaders undergoing 360° feedback Drew (2009) 
found that the extent to which participants found the process 
useful depended on participant’s belief in their own capacity 
to learn and the existence of process through which they could 
engage in meaningful conversations on the challenges they faced 
and actions they might take in response to those challenges.

Overeem et al (2009) conducted semi-structured interviews 
with 23 medical consultants who were assessed using 360° 
feedback. They found that feedback was effective only when 
certain conditions were met, including the presence of skilled 
facilitators to encourage reflection.

Luthans & Petersen (2003) found that the effectiveness of 360° 
feedback was enhanced by the provision of coaching focused 
on enhanced self-awareness and behavioural management. 
In a small manufacturer, this feedback-coaching resulted in 
improved manager and employee satisfaction, commitment, 
intentions to turnover, and at least indirectly, this firm’s 
performance.

Presenting people with 360° feedback without specialist 
support to make meaning of the data, and a process for 
moving on, may not lead to change, and presents risk 
in terms of how people feel about themselves. Nolen-
Hoeksema (1998) found that people who tend to ruminate 
about internal issues are more likely to show prolonged 
periods of distress. By presenting people with potentially 
distressing data without the means by which to make 
sense of that data, organisations may unwittingly exercise a 
destructive impact on their leadership.

Hicks & Petersen (1999) posited a model for behavioural 
change as shown in Figure 2. For behavioural change to take 
place, all five stages of the model must be addressed.

Figure 2 Hicks & Petersen’s Development Pipeline

Insight Motivation Skills Real World 
Practice Accountability

The primary objective of the debriefing process, with 
reference to our model, is to help participants understand the 
data. Without an effective debrief, participants may ultimately 
put the data without having understood it, without having 
garnered any fresh insight as to how they are perceived.

The objective of sense-making is to help people integrate 
the data into an existing model of who they are as a leader 
and how they are perceived by others. Boyatzis & McKee 
(2005), for example, talks about the importance of enabling 
the individual to consider what kind of leader they want to 
be (as opposed to what kind of leader others want them to 
be) as part of any effective change process, and work from 
this understanding to derive meaning from feedback. If this 
process is absent, then participants are unlikely to experience 
the motivation required to make changes.

The remaining three components of Hicks and Petersen’s 
model are skills, opportunity and accountability. The key 
questions here are:

 f Does the individual need to learn new skills to make the 
changes they want to make?

 f Do they have the opportunity to put the new behaviour 
into real world practice?

 f Who is holding them accountable to effect the change 
they have decided to make?

With reference to our model, these are all questions around 
moving into action. In this study we found that the results of 
360° feedback are best delivered by a specialist, and that 
some form of process should be in place to help participants 
move into action.
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Questions for the process architect include:

 f How will we communicate the results of 360° feedback to 
participants?

 f What support do we provide to participants to help them 
make sense of their 360° feedback?

 f What support do we provide to participants to help them 
move to action?

 f What is our own process for evaluating the impact of our 
overall ‘Process Architecture’?

Conclusion
Morgeson et al (2005) cite evidence in support of the idea 
that 360° feedback can lead to improvements in behaviour, 
particularly for those whose initial levels of performance 
are low. The authors also cite evidence from studies where 

360° feedback hasn’t led to improvements in performance. 
We hope that our ‘Process Architecture’ will direct OD 
practitioners to consider key success factors in building 
360° feedback processes that work, or in improving existing 
processes.

Garavan et al (1997) suggest that one reason that 360° 
feedback instruments are so popular nowadays is that they 
are cheaper than other forms of assessment. To address all 
of the issues implied by this study does demand resource; 
in terms of working with stakeholders in the business to 
ensure a clear purpose, investigating the myriad of available 
instruments, engaging all stakeholders effectively, supporting 
participants through to taking action, and in overseeing the 
overall process. We hope this study provides insights to OD 
practitioners that will make it easier to decide where to focus 
those resources, and to make the case within the business as 
to the importance of investing in good process.
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