
800-866-5548
www.LoreNet.com

THE EVOLUTION OF THE TRADITIONAL

3600 FEEDBACK PROCESS

BARBARA S. SINGER, MA

RESEARCH REPORT
F R O M  T H E  L O R E  R E S E A R C H  I N S T I T U T E



THE EVOLUTION OF THE

TRADITIONAL 360° FEEDBACK

PROCESS FOR EVALUATIVE

PURPOSES

Most senior leaders and HR professionals are familiar

with the use of 360° feedback for developmental

purposes, but some fail to realize how long the

approach has been used for evaluative purposes in

various forms.  According to Mark Edwards and 

Ewen, authors of 360° Feedback, 90 percent of

Fortune 1000 companies are using some form of 

360° feedback for at least developmental purposes.

Today, innovative companies are stretching their 360°

feedback process to utilize research-based techniques

and technology in ways that promote increased

fairness about how employees are evaluated.   

It is widely accepted that as soon as 360° feedback is

shown to a supervisor or HR professional, the 360°

feedback can no longer be classified as developmental

and is used for evaluative purposes.  Most blue chip

companies are striving to send a clear message about

what competencies the organization considers to be

important to the current strategy and future success of

the organization.  Hundreds of organizations today are

either informally or formally making online 360°

feedback part of the performance management

process.  This research summary outlines the state of

the 360° feedback for evaluative purposes, advantages

and challenges when using assessments across cultures

and subcultures, generally accepted best practices, and

potential pitfalls of the process.

The Current State of 360° Feedback 
as an Evaluative Tool

In the past, 360° feedback was more often called

multisource evaluation.  This approach has evolved 

in the workplace extensively since the 1940s when

assessment centers were invented by British Military

Intelligence to assess people’s performance on tests,

simulations, and interviews.  By the 1950s and 60s,

leaders were being assessed and selected using similar

approaches.  In the 60s, job evaluation and promotion

were often done by committee and internal selection

panels—which was a more informal approach to the

systems we have today.  

Eventually, multisource evaluation became a popular

component of performance appraisal in the 1980s.

Today, leading-edge organizations like Monsanto, the

U.S. Department of Energy, Westinghouse, and HP

have all used 360° feedback systems to support new

rewards and recognition systems that focus on critical

success factors or competencies.  Motorola, GM, and

Lands’ End have all used 360° feedback as part of

their team-based reward structure.  

Technology and developments in IT have contributed

positively to the use and perception of 360° feedback

for evaluative purposes around the globe.  Not only is

data collection related to performance management

easier to administer and manage, there is some

evidence to suggest that people experience less

evaluation anxiety when gathering feedback online

rather than face-to-face (Ang & Cummings, 1994).

Using a 360° feedback process for evaluative purposes

is one of the latest trends in the evolution in
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performance management.  Doing it well means

following a set of established best practices as

discovered through research, valid measures, and

coaching.  

Launching the 360° Process 
to the Organization

Most research agrees that teams who launch 360°

feedback processes for evaluative purposes stay

focused on a set of typical participant concerns:  

Why is the organization adopting the new 360°

model now?  What’s in it for me?  Why are some 

of the ratings  anonymous?  Who sees the results?

How will the results be used?  What are my roles and

responsibilities in the process?  Who will debrief my

assessment and how will this experience impact my

career for better or worse?  Other guidelines are

generally accepted when launching a 360° process

throughout the organization:

� Start the process at the very top of the
organization—gain CEO support and have
him/her be a model for the process.

� Cascade the process through your executives
and officers first.

� Stagger the 360° assessments throughout the
year to avoid rater fatigue.  Some organizations
design a schedule that allows 360° assessments
to be initiated at dates linked to an employee’s
start date or alphabetically by last name.  This
approach allows 360° feedback to be happening
at different levels simultaneously and does not
place the burden of being a respondent all at
the same time.  This approach works best after
the first year when the 360° feedback has been
launched to all of the levels.

� After initial validity studies are completed,
simplify and shorten the assessment.  When
delivering to thousands of people, assessments
that are fair and not time consuming work
best.  Assessments that can be completed in less
than 15 minutes and consist of no more than
40 questions are ideal.  Assessments that take
longer than 30 minutes to complete will
sometimes be rejected or at least create
frustration.

� Set the expectation that completing 360°
feedback is part of everyone’s job in the
organization.  Organizations like GE and
McKinsey & Company are used to the 
process and anticipate requests.  

� Use the most efficient and reliable online
technology possible to save time, ensure
scoring safeguards, collect data, and use
normative benchmarks.

� Allow employees to receive their feedback 
first before supervisors and HR have access 
to the data.  This allows the employee to 
digest the data.

� At senior levels, ensure every executive and
officer receives a professional debrief with
some follow-on coaching.  At middle
management levels and below, ensure that all
participants receive at least a group debrief.
Have coaches standing by to assist those who
need more individualized attention.

� Host your developmental plans online and
encourage participants to keep their career
profile and developmental plans up-to-date.

� Conduct user surveys frequently and
continuously improve the process to be more
fair and accurate for employees.
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Best Practices
Researchers and organizations have learned that the

following best practices are critical to follow when

migrating your organization from a developmental 

use of 360° feedback to an evaluative application.  

� Allow employees and supervisors to be
involved in the development of the process.

� Use a valid process for developing
competencies.

� Use a valid process for selecting respondents.

� Ensure respondent anonymity—except for
supervisors.

� Use research-based protocols for collecting 
and scoring data.

� Ensure that participants receive feedback from
a trained professional and are educated on the
process ahead of time.

� Use an understandable process and technology
safeguards to ensure fairness.

� Undergo user tests and validity studies.

� Include an appeal process.

� Use shorter surveys and other techniques to
reduce respondent fatigue.

� Use behavioral items and rater scales that
differentiate skill levels (7-point scale is ideal).

� When validity studies are complete, apply
intelligent scoring systems that use methods to
identify and remove the influence of obviously
faulty invalid responses. 

� Develop process and technology safeguards
designed to reduce error and enhance process
fairness.

Considerations and Pitfalls
Organizations are challenged to be proactive in

determining what could sabotage the process.  

Konrad Lenniger, senior consultant and former 

CEO of a firm who helped organizations across Europe

develop 360° feedback, recommends establishing the

developmental process first and then moving into an

evaluative phase once the validity studies have been

completed.  He emphasizes that different goals have 

to be communicated openly to secure trust.  

Data that has been collected previously for

developmental purposes should not be migrated into

an evaluative process without setting expectations

during the developmental process.  Lenniger says,

“There is a good chance to create doubt about the

confidentiality of the ‘old’ development process and

people tend to assume that the collected data will be

transferred without notice to the new evaluation

system.”  Practitioners agree that projects are more

successful when the launch team gains executives’

commitment to participate, kicks off at the top of 

the organization, communicates and contracts clearly

with employees verbally and in writing, and maintains

exclusive developmental applications of the 360 for

those who want it.

The parameters below provide an additional list of
ways to avert potential pitfalls:

� Provide clear communication to set
expectations for all who will participate in 
the process.

� Communicate early and often.

� Protect the anonymity of raters.

� Ensure that more than 75 percent of the
respondents complete the assessment.

� Keep administrative overhead low.



� Identify invalid responses—train respondents.
Some developers eliminate respondents whose
scores are 40 percent different from the rest of
the aggregate. 

� Differentiate exceptional, full, and
unexceptional or poor performance.

� Conduct validity studies to ensure the spread 
of scores accurately represents various levels 
of performance.

� Ensure diversity fairness—by ensuring special
groups receive similar scores to others.

� Provide training for those who intend to
debrief the assessments.

� Ensure user satisfaction surveys show that
more than 75 percent are satisfied with the
process.

Most research agrees that more emphasis needs 

to be placed on helping supervisors and HR

professionals conduct debriefs of assessment data

effectively.  More emphasis can also be placed on

communication and training to ensure that systems

are working properly around the world.  One study

conducted by Maurer, Mitchell, and Barbeite (2002)

discovered that 360° feedback processes were most

likely to inspire employees to develop themselves

when the organization was openly supportive of

learning and sent messages that people can improve

their own skills.  Maurer et al. argue that previous

research has seriously underestimated the context and

culture of the organization in motivating employees.  

This information provides a good reminder to

supervisors and HR professionals (and coaches of 

all kinds) that it is critical to demonstrate a belief in

development and express their own belief that the

person will and can succeed.  The Pygmalion effect,

not surprisingly, applies clearly to effective coaching.

Another important component to the success of 360°

feedback is not to underemphasize the importance of

the opportunity to learn, unlearn, and relearn in our

rapidly changing work environments.  Individuals may

be at risk of derailing because they fail to adapt to the

rapid changes in industries and continue to use behaviors

that were successful for them in the past that are now

a hindrance to their performance.  One CEO coach

spends several sessions helping senior business leaders

identify their “core incompetence.”  Supervisors and

HR professionals also need to reassure participants by

acknowledging each person’s developmental strengths

and worth to the organization.

USING A 360° FEEDBACK

PROCESS ACROSS CULTURES

AND SUBCULTURES

Some organizations have intentionally moved away

from single-source appraisal to 360° feedback because

of the advantages for older workers, women, and

people of color.  Research shows that 360° feedback

measures moderate discrimination.  Some studies have

shown that 360° feedback typically represents greater

experience levels for older workers, are generally

neutral to women, and nearly impartial to ethnicity.  

A few studies have demonstrated self-assessments for

men and women may be consistently skewed. Warr

and Hoare in the UK (2002) discovered that women

tended to rate themselves higher than their respondents

for competencies related to building stronger client

relationships.  Men rated themselves as having higher

problem-solving skills compared to their respondents.

The 360° feedback process helped neutralize
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assessment differences related to gender skews.  It also

offers substantially stronger legal protection because

the model provides multiple perspectives—much like a

jury structure.  

A formal 360° process provides safeguards to ensure

data integrity of the performance measures.  It also

provides guidelines with regard to predictable user

concerns such as fairness in data collection, respondent

anonymity, the method of scoring, and detail about

how all of the information is used.  

Clearly, there are challenges using 360° feedback

across cultures, but most international companies

hoping to promote a corporate strategy or “one

organization” brand to their clients find it necessary

to sacrifice country-specific models or norms once 

an organizational competency model has been

developed.  It is critical that HR professionals

understand and comply with local law with regard 

to performance evaluation data collection of their

employees.  HR professionals and leaders can also

expect greater acceptance of the 360° feedback

process in countries where there is more familiarity

with the process.  

Anne-Marie Rowson (1998) discovered during years

of administering the PROFILOR® around the world

that “many US managers having completed assessments

before were more prepared to take for granted that

there will inevitably be some inconsistencies in the

data, and ask fewer questions related to specific

results, and are more willing to jump straight into 

a discussion around developmental needs” (p. 47).

Supervisors and HR professionals outside of the U.S.

should be prepared to answer more questions and

take longer amounts of time to set expectations for

participants, especially for high-context cultures.  

High-context cultures typically rely on nonverbal

behavior, situational factors, and cultural norms to

interpret meaning.  The U.S. is generally considered 

a low-context culture.  360° assessment can be perceived

as far more direct than is culturally acceptable in high-

context cultures.  Employees who have been educated

in and work in high-context cultures like Japan may

be less comfortable and want higher degrees of

confidentiality and take longer to become comfortable

with the data and the process.  Coaches will typically

find that participants in the process appreciate time to

discuss cross-cultural issues that may be impacting

their work before discussing their own performance.  

Researchers in some countries like the U.K. have a

history of documenting dissatisfaction with performance

management activities (Fletcher, 1997). Supervisors

and HR professionals in such regions can also expect

passive or direct skepticism about the process and

may find it advantageous to address innovative ways

to motivate employees in these regions.  Clearly, cultural

differences should be considered when using 360°

feedback for evaluative purposes, and psychometric

safeguards and validity studies are paramount.

USING A 360° FEEDBACK PROCESS

IN SMALLER ORGANIZATIONS

360° feedback works effectively in smaller organizations;

however, they may not want to invest the money 

to customize a competency model to their own

organization or administer the assessment.  Hundreds

of 360° feedback options can be purchased from a

myriad of companies.  Some organizations will offer

you an online competency library to build your own

assessments, or at the minimum will customize 



aspects of their existing reports.  These organizations

may also allow you to benchmark your talent with

business professionals from their own databases.   

Ask if this option is available.

When selecting an assessment, determine if an online

assessment is right for your organization.  Some

organizations using 360° feedback at all levels of the

organization find it’s easier to administer some of the

assessments in paper format.  If this is the case, purchase

an instrument that uses scanning technology or has

some other way to easily score the findings and

generate summary reports.  Also select assessments

with solid validity studies completed and who have

experience working in your industry.  Select an

assessment that best measures a set of competencies

aligned with your organization’s strategic goals.

Conduct your own user pilots and satisfaction surveys

to ensure that the assessment you select is attractive to

people in the organization.  Smaller organizations may

also want to use a creative blend of internal coaching

and external coaching to ensure that each assessment

is properly debriefed.  You may also want to debrief

the assessment in groups initially and make time

available for those who want more one-on-one

assistance.  If your organization questions whether 

or not to pay for something that senior management

thinks managers should do for free, consider the cost

of writing performance reviews that may or may 

not be accurate or as fair to individual employees.  

Plan to roll up your sleeves and do most of the

communication and training around the use of the

new 360° feedback process.  In some cases, you may

have to convince small renegade business units or

teams to stick to the 360° feedback assessment you

select.  Using the same assessment over time will enable

you to identify competencies that can be correlated

with top performers and individuals who derail.

In summary, most organizations are or have used

some form of multisource evaluation.  Using online

360° feedback for evaluative purposes has both

advantages and challenges.  Organizations who more

carefully plan communication, anticipate technology

challenges and safeguards, conduct training surrounding

the process, complete validity studies, and anticipate

cultural variables are more likely to migrate more

smoothly from a developmental use of 360° feedback

to an evaluative one.  

Regardless, trends in performance management

suggest that the use of 360° feedback is simply the

next wave in a long history of methodologies that

help organizations measure their talent—and is

already becoming the popular method of choice.
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