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Making 360 Feedback Data More Strategic:

Do Your Results Measure Up?
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As one of the most ubiquitous
talent management processes in
Fortune 500 companies today, it is
surprising how differently the results
of 360 Feedback are used from
company to company (see the recent
benchmark study Current Practices
in 360 Feedback and content in The
Handbook of Strategic 360). While
one firm may use 360 Feedback data
to identify high potential and inform
promotions, another will fiercely

defend each leader’s exclusive “right”

to their results.

Indeed, experts (see Should
360 Feedback be Used Only for
Developmental Purposes?) have
debated for decades whether 360

Feedback should be used only for
individual development or for more
strategic enterprise-level applications
such as informing talent decisions

or driving organizational change
initiatives (e.g., see the Handbook of
Strategic 360 Feedback).

Regardless of the broader purpose
of a formal 360 Feedback process, at
its core, the feedback is meant to be
developmental for the leader receiving
the results. Nearly all organizations
recognize 360 Feedback, which
provides unique information essential
to leadership development. It
shows leaders different perspectives
about how others perceive their
behavior. For example, no other tool
directly and accurately measures
the extent to which a leader’s direct
reports feel listened to, inspired by,
or held accountable by the leader, all
of which are essential to leadership
success.

Too few organizations recognize
that how feedback is delivered
can be a potent accelerant or a
massive barrier to facilitating
individual development and behavior
change. While 360 Feedback
has great potential to support a
leader’s growth, anyone who has
ever coached a leader through

their 360 Feedback results knows
how leaders receive the data can
significantly influence what they do
with it. At that “moment of truth,”
when leaders look at their feedback
for the first time, they can lean into
understanding how others experience
their leadership. Alternatively, they
can resist these insights and dismiss
the input for various reasons. As a
result, how feedback is delivered
can meaningfully affect the ROI of a
360 Feedback process. To maximize
ROI, the data should be presented to
leaders in a format that gives them
the best chance to “unfreeze” bad
habits and reinforce the positive
behavior they should maintain or
even strengthen in how they engage
with their co-workers.

Similarly, using 360 Feedback
for more strategic applications,
such as identifying high potentials,
informing succession plans, or
reinforcing culture change, also
depends on how the results are
presented and delivered. In these
scenarios, the “moment of truth”
could be an executive considering
a leader for an upcoming high-
potential program, comparing
candidates on a succession slate, or
communicating and measuring a new
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global leadership expectation set to
accelerate the business strategy in
the future.

In short, how you deliver 360
Feedback results matters! While
many factors contribute to a strategic
360 Feedback application, the role of
reporting results is often overlooked.

For decades, 360 Feedback has
been delivered in a well-thought-out
process with formal feedback reports
designed by industrial-organizational
psychologists with training and
experience in interpreting and
delivering results. Given the rise
of technology-driven analyses of
results (e.g., dashboards, interactive
reporting tools, and AI-driven
insights), it’s no wonder some
organizations are left wondering why
their current systems don’t produce
the desired impact.

How you deliver
360 Feedback
results matters!

But if your 360 Feedback process
isn’t working at a strategic level,
you’re probably delivering the results
the wrong way.

To help organizations get their
360-degree Feedback processes back
on track, here are five principles
for delivering high-quality and
impactful feedback that will facilitate
individual behavior change and
enhance the broader strategic
use of the organization’s results
(see Unleashing the Power of
Assessments).

1. Clarity of the Message.
Regarding behavioral feedback,
clarity, consistency, and impact go
hand in hand. When looking at the
data, can the end-user understand the
key messages in the input? Are the
data presented in a way that enables
consistency when comparing leaders
in a larger group or cohort? 360
Feedback data should be presented
consistently and as close to the raw

data as possible to make the insights
meaningful and actionable. In our
experience, the most impactful
approach is to have a standardized
and fixed reporting format (i.e., a
feedback report). It might seem like
an “old school” solution, but this is an
area where experience has proven out.

For example, verbatim comments
from a survey are far more potent
for sparking a leader to change than
an Al summary of comments. The
literal wording by co-workers
means much more to leaders than a
homogenized summary. On the other
hand, technology can be a distinct
advantage when looking for trends
in comments from 1,000 leaders’
reports, as an Al-supported summary
may be more valuable. Similarly,
standardized report formats
produce a more strategically focused
message than a database query
tool (a “results dashboard”), which
enables participants to find their way
and often get lost in the data when
interpreting results.

Standardized reports provide a
“single source of truth” that can be
shared across multiple decision-
makers and offer a standard lens
for interpretation. Using a results
dashboard may allow “slicing
and dicing” of data. However,
these efforts are likely to result in
idiosyncratic insights. This means
one person will see the story they
sifted the data for, while another
person reviewing the same data
may find a completely different
interpretation. While highly
empowering, interactive dashboards
enable avoidant behavior such
as analysis paralysis, searching
for “who said what,” or going
down other types of rabbit holes
in their data rather than focusing
on the three key behaviors they
need to change to enhance their
leadership capabilities. In contrast,
results dashboards will likely lead
decision-makers to overlook more
strategic aspects of the data than a
standardized report structure will
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force into view.

It is also important to point out
that just because you have a formal
report structure doesn’t mean
that format can’t include multiple
lenses or “cuts” on the data. For
example, the top and bottom
five are sorted by rating groups,
hidden strengths, blind spots, or
specific comparisons. This means
these lenses are predetermined
and consistently delivered to all
participants during the design
process. This drives consistency in
analysis and insights vs allowing
people to focus only on what they
want to find on their own.

2. Time and Timing: Despite
their best intentions, we have found
that many organizations deliver

360 Feedback results during some
of the most challenging periods

for leaders. Whether it’s before
major holidays or right on top of
key business processes, the effect of
bad timing is that individuals can

be distracted and under significant
stress, which limits their ability to
gain insights from the data. Feedback
should be delivered when leaders
can review the results in detail and
carefully consider implications and
next steps. This means aligning

the timing so there is ample time

to digest the insights before their
integration with critical business
and talent management processes
(e.g., performance review cycles,
engagement surveys, leadership
program enrollment, talent reviews
and succession planning, even
budgeting, etc.). However, timing
isn’t just about when the results

are delivered. To have high-quality
feedback, ensuring enough time

is built into the entire process

to nominate raters and collect

their input is essential. Too often,
organizations cut corners on timing
due to poor planning, and as a result,
either end up with too much missing
data or miss tightly aligned windows
to maximize the value of the results



for whatever HR or talent process
they were intended for.

3. Data Governance. Leaders’
most common questions about
their feedback are: “Who owns the
data, who gets to see it, and who has
seen it already?” These reasonable
concerns should be answered with
unambiguous and ethically sound
responses. As I-O psychologists,
we strongly believe the participant
should be the first person to receive
their report before anyone else in
the organization, full stop. Ideally,
this would be delivered as part of a
facilitated feedback review process
with a trained expert in data-
driven insights and development
planning. The rare exception to
this rule is when legal matters

or code of conduct violations are
involved. Companies may choose
to give access to a wide range of
stakeholders (e.g., TM staff for
informing succession planning),
but leaders should know this
upfront. Transparency about data
access is part of the psychological

contract with the feedback recipient.

Inconsistency, lack of transparency,
or otherwise misleading messages
will result in counterproductive
outcomes, including increased
defensiveness, disengagement,
organizational cynicism, mistrust,
and potential legal risk. So, while
data governance may not be an
exciting part of the feedback
delivery protocol, it is vital for

ensuring the integrity of the process.

Where does technology play here?
While data governance is typically
part of any HRIS, including those
containing talent-related data, there
are pros and cons associated with
integrated data streams, just like
formal fixed reports. On the plus
side, dashboard-type applications
typically have flow-through access
rights based on predetermined
organizational roles. Thus,
theoretically, it’s easy to control
who has access to the 360 Feedback
results. The challenge, however,

is that internal HR systems have
multiple administrators outside
the HR or talent functions who
also have access to the data as
part of their support roles. Also,
churn in these roles can confuse
who has access, even with position
management systems.

While we would like to think
access to leadership feedback
would be carefully controlled, the
practical reality is that IT and HR
departments do not typically govern
assessment data systems with the
same rigor they do financial data,
health data, or compensation
data. Perhaps more concerning is
that others (e.g., managers, HR,
admins, etc.) will have access
rights immediately when the data
are processed through the system,
allowing them to see results
before the recipient. This can be
particularly concerning when
data about high-profile or senior
executives are involved. Formal
360 Feedback reports, on the other
hand, are subject to mishandling
only by the vendors, HR, or
participants. Is this still a risk? Of
course, but far more manageable.

In short, the simple approach is
sometimes better than the flashy
one. Regardless of the feedback
solution, data governance is a key
component that needs to be defined
early and constantly monitored.

The simple
approach is
sometimes better
than the flashy one.

4. Accountability and
Motivation to Change. As with
any feedback tool, including 360
Feedback, engagement surveys, or
performance feedback, it is essential
to remember that information

alone does not drive change (see
When Does 360 Feedback Create
Behavior Change?). Over the years,

some practitioners have argued that
using dashboard-type applications
to deliver 360 Feedback results
will create more accountability and
ownership than formal reports.
Designers assume the interactive
nature of a query tool will increase
user engagement. The hope is that
leaders’ active involvement with
their data will spark their curiosity
and motivate them to discover
opportunities for change. While this
sounds good in a presentation deck,
it falls short in practice. A sizable
group of leaders is only minimally
motivated for feedback-driven
change in the first place. Those who
aren’t already intrinsically motivated
to dig deep into their data may be
less likely to use a self-directed
results dashboard than to read
a clear, well-formatted standard
report. In our experience, the people
who need feedback most tend to
avoid engaging with the data entirely
when the only option is a dashboard.
However, using a standard report
format for delivering results has
several benefits. For example, a
leader’s manager can view the same
results with minimal effort and
discuss the same targeted insights
with the feedback recipient. Rather
than depending on a leader’s or
manager’s analytical ability to
dynamically “discover” the key
insights, a well-built standard report
quickly points a leader and their
manager to the right messages when
facilitated by a high-quality report
design. Since both the participant
and their manager (and HR, for
that matter) all experience the
data similarly, implementing clear
accountability measures becomes
far easier and more targeted to the
consistently generated insights. In
addition, having formal reports
generated during delivery ensures
a historical record of the feedback
provided, which can be invaluable
for various reasons. Some of these
include changes in role, shifts in
team members, comparisons to
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new feedback tools in the future,
even after older applications have
been retired or phased out, and

even for legal scenarios where
historical information may be
requested. Overall, formal reports
provide greater motivation and a
guide for ensuring accountability from
the process and enable participants
to have a record of the feedback they
received to track progress.

5. Relevant and Consistent
Content. More than any principles
we discuss here, survey content

or “what are we measuring”
differentiates a strategy from a
purely individual 360 Feedback
process (see Handbook of Strategic
360 Feedback). Strategic 360
Feedback relies on a standard

set of numerically rated survey
items that cover the full array of
behaviors necessary for leaders to
deliver on the business strategy
(see Evolution and Devolution of
360 Feedback). Generic leadership
models are great for individual
coaching interventions or a small
group development program.
However, the measured behaviors
must be aligned with the unique
organization’s culture and business
strategy to be truly strategic. To
do this well, organizations need
the right content in their 360
surveys that reflect what the CEO
and senior team are trying to
deliver for the business, census
participation across the enterprise,
and the ability to rollup data

to feed Learning Development
programming, TM decisions
(succession, assessment of potential,
etc.), and OD initiatives including
culture change. Importantly, this
includes considerations of historical
trends at the enterprise level and
the ability to consider shifts in

360 Feedback results from prior
leadership models. Unfortunately,
results dashboards, as cool and
empowering to the participant as
they might be, do not support these

goals because results dashboards
necessarily only contain data from
a single survey and do not easily
flex to changes in roles, reporting
relationships, or organizational
structures, which can influence
where prior results are assigned.

TM expertise helps
us see what can
and should be done
to align leader
behaviors behind
business goals.

Another trend we've seen
concerning content in 360
Feedback systems concerns the
ability of participants to select
which behaviors they will receive
feedback on. While this technology
seemingly supports relevance for the
individual by allowing everyone to
“choose their adventure” in picking
their survey items or even allowing
them to write new survey items
themselves (never a good practice
— item writing should be based on
science, skill, and experience), this
approach immediately depletes the
strategic value of 360 Feedback
by rendering it impossible to
examine trends among groups of
leaders. Suppose everyone uses a
different set of questions. In that
case, it is impossible to compare
leaders on the same succession
slate, identify which behaviors
differentiate high potentials, or
compare behaviors demonstrated
by senior executives vs mid-level
managers. Even at the individual
level, using non-standardized
items and results formats makes
it too easy for individuals to view
only a subset of items, potentially
only those the individual feels
comfortable obtaining feedback
on, not the most strategically
relevant content areas, or not the
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ones that management will use

to inform decisions. Complete
coverage of strategically relevant
behaviors via a future-focused
behavioral framework is essential to
assuring the strategic value of a 360
Feedback process (see Unleashing
the Value of Assessments). For
those who may doubt our
recommendation and prefer the

“do your own thing” approach, we
encourage you to ask: “Does your
company let its leaders choose their
own business objectives based on
what they want to work on? Do you
allow leaders to pursue goals that
do not cascade up and down the
organization or enable your business
strategy?” Of course not. Why
should companies let leaders use an
idiosyncratic pool of behaviors to
measure leadership?

Conclusion

One of the most significant
opportunities for 360 Feedback to
add unique value as an assessment
tool, deliver a strong ROI on
behavior change, as well as enable
informed decisions is to ensure a
customized 360 assessment is used
to align talent with business strategy
(see also Why Talent Management
and Succession Bench Building
Aren’t Working Today). The
best way to deliver results is to
leverage a formal, structured report
where transparent governance,
accountability, and motivation to
change are baked into the process.
While technologists can build many
query tools to give organizations
wide-ranging views of talent data, all
the principles discussed above make
clear that I-O Psychologists and/or
TM expertise are needed to ensure
360 Feedback results are delivered
to maximize the strategic utility of
the process. Technology gives us the
“how,” but TM expertise gives us
the “why” and helps us see what can
and should be done to align leader
behaviors behind business goals. {£}
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