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Background  

This white paper offers comprehensive advice on how to implement a 360o feedback survey 
and should be useful, whether you are new to this approach or have used 360o feedback for 
many years. 

Our suggestions come from many years’ experience both designing 360o surveys and 
coaching people to make the most of their feedback by turning them in to actionable 
development plans.  In putting this document together, we have aimed to answer the most 
frequent questions our clients have asked us over the years: 

1. Why use 360o Feedback Surveys?  

2. What should a 360o survey measure? 

3. Off-the-shelf or tailored? 

4. Which rating scale works best? 

5. How can we use feedback to build a powerful personal development plan? 

6. What is the best way to collect qualitative data? 

7. How should feedback-givers be selected? 

8. Why is self-analysis crucial? 

9. What does great feedback look like? 

10. Who should see the 360o feedback report? 

11. What about confidentiality? 

12. What is the most effective coaching process? 

13. Following up with feedback givers? 

I hope you find this useful! 
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Why use 360o feedback surveys?  

Some people still question the need for a structured 360o feedback process rather than 
simply approaching people and asking them directly for feedback. Of course, in an ideal world 
where trust and openness are embedded in an organisation’s culture this more personal 
approach might work well.  However, in our experience the problem is that most people don’t 
always ask for the feedback that they need;  and when they do, people are not always 
prepared to be as candid or detailed in their feedback as they can when using a 360o survey.    

A 360o or ‘multi-rater’ survey provides a safe 
way for others to provide open and honest 
feedback across a broad spectrum of 
competencies and behaviours. It also 
reduces the emotional and political barriers 
that can get in the way of giving constructive 
advice to a boss or peer. 

A carefully designed and well implemented 
360o feedback process can give individuals 
the chance to really understand how they 
are seen by others – what works for them – 

and what is not working well. It gives them the opportunity to choose how they would like 
to be perceived going forward – how to hone their performance so that they can be more 
successful and how they can leverage their strengths even more. 

For many people it can be transformational to gain an in-depth understanding of how others 
see them – something that can be sadly lacking in a world where honest, constructive and 
encouraging feedback can often be in short supply! 
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What should a 360o survey measure? 

A 360o survey should ideally measure behaviours that are critical to both participants and 
their organisation’s success and typically includes a mixture of general interpersonal or 
leadership skills, together with more specific technical capabilities.   

For ease of analysis, most surveys group these behaviours under a number of headings – we 
tend to call these headings ‘Success Drivers’.  Each Success Driver normally includes around 
5-7 specific behaviour statements or questions for feedback-givers to rate. 

If you have a homogenous group of people you are rating, for example Project Managers or 
Sales Executives then it’s worth spending time tailoring the survey specifically to that role. 

Of course, we all operate in a fast-changing world, 
so we always encourage clients to also consider 
behaviours that are going to be increasingly 
important for success in 2-3 years’ time not just the 
ones that are important now.   

For instance, we have recently been working with 
a group of finance professionals who are 
transitioning to a Finance Business Partner role – 
so the behaviours the client is interested in getting 
feedback on are those critical to success in the 
‘new’ FBP role – not just looking at the current job 
requirements. 
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Off-the-shelf or tailored? 

A big decision that needs to be made is whether to use a standard ‘off-the-shelf’ 360o survey 
or to develop a survey based on your organisation’s (or even specific function’s) competency 
framework. Here are some of the pros and cons to help with that decision…. 

Off-the-shelf 360o surveys are valuable because they have been tested and validated, often 
providing benchmark comparisons across organisations and geographical regions, and 
typically measure a broad range of leadership competencies. They are often based on a 
known leadership model are then used to reinforce that model in training and coaching.  They 
can be expensive – you are paying for 3rd party research of course – but then don’t normally 
incur additional tailoring costs.   

We recommend them when a client wants to benchmark themselves against other 
organisations and are happy with a generic set of leadership behaviours – e.g. for a cross-
functional senior management team. 

Tailored organisation-wide 360o surveys are ideal for organisations who have already 
developed a competency model or set of company values and behaviours which they want 
to encourage across different functions 

We recommend these when organisations have invested in competency frameworks and 
want to use 360o feedback to reinforce this common language – for example as part of a 
company-wide performance management programme. 

Tailored role-specific 360o surveys are the way to go if you want to focus on a particular set 
of roles e.g. Finance Business Partner, Plant Manager, Sales Executive etc. as they can be 
tailored to your business and the function and be written in a language that feedback givers 
can easily identify with. 

We recommend these as part of programmes aimed at a specific role, where you want 
participants to get feedback on technical competences as well as broader interpersonal or 
leadership skills.  
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Which rating scale works best? 

Most organisations choose a rating 
scale with a maximum score of 5, 6 or 7.  
The pros and cons of these being as 
follows: 

• A 5-point scale is the most 
typical and people are generally 
used to 5 being used as a top 
score in various walks of life! 

• A 6-point scale has the benefit of avoiding the ‘easy’ middle mark 

• A 7-point scale makes people think more and provides a wider range of responses, 
making it easier to see gaps in perception between feedback giver groups. 

 Whichever option you choose, you should also think carefully about how you describe each 
rating.  Whilst there will always be an element of subjectivity in any 360o survey, it’s obviously 
good if feedback givers are using broadly similar criteria.  One way to do this is for each value 
to have a clear description – in this example of a 5-point scale, the client is interested in 
participants understanding how they are perceived versus the feedback givers expectations, 
given their current role: 
 

1 Needs significant development to reach the standard for this role 

2 Needs some development to reach the standard for this role 

3 OK performance – as expected for this role 

4 Good performance – top 25% of performers 

5 Excellent performance – top 10% of performers 
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How can we use feedback to build a 
powerful personal development plan? 

Whilst it’s important to gather feedback and ratings around competencies and behaviours, 
not all of these will be as important as others. For instance, an individual might be truly 
excellent at writing reports, but report writing may not be considered especially important 
in their current role. 

To help with this, we recommend that feedback-givers are asked, during the 360o survey to 
not only rate a participant’s performance but also how important each competence is for 
their current and future success.   

This will help individuals get a better understanding of where they should focus their 
development efforts and often highlights where there may be different expectations of 

their role between different feedback 
giver groups. For example, if their 
manager has a different view of what 
is the most important aspect of their 
role, this is extremely useful 
information that in our experience, can 
sometimes come as a surprise! 

Whether the information is portrayed 
as a table or scattergram, this insight 
can often be the most valuable part of 
a 360o feedback report.  
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What is the best way to collect qualitative 
data? 

Numerical ratings are great for analysis and benchmarking, but from our experience, most 
people often get more benefit and insight from thoughtful narrative feedback So, how do 
you ensure the quality of this feedback?  

We recommend using two or three open-ended questions either at the end of the survey, or 
sometimes after each section/Success Driver, to gather comments.  Since each open-ended 
question adds another 1-2 minutes to the survey’s completion time, be aware that more than 
5 open questions can lead to feedback-giver fatigue and possible survey abandonment. 

We’ve found that two or 
three open-ended 
questions still provide 
powerful feedback   and 
help provide clarification to 
the quantitative ratings.  

Here are examples of the 
questions that we like to 
use: 

1. Describe this person’s greatest strengths  

2. Describe what this person could do differently to become more effective  

3. If you were this person’s coach what advice would you offer to help them to be 
more successful 
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How should feedback-givers be selected? 

We recommend that the participants who will 
be receiving the feedback are personally 
involved in deciding who will be asked to take 
part in their survey. This allows them to feel 
more invested in the process and accepting of 
the results.  

Ideally, the participant develops their own list 
of feedback givers whose feedback they value 
and then meets with their manager  to agree 
the final list.  

To ensure comprehensive feedback, 
participants should be asked to select between 8 and 15 feedback givers, with at least 3 in 
each feedback giver group, apart from their manager.   At a minimum, possible feedback-
giver groups should include the following: 

• Direct manager (boss) 

• Self 

• Direct reports (if people have them!) 

• Peers 

Others might include Stakeholders, Customers, Manager N+1 etc… 

Encourage participants to include all direct reports, even if this is a large group. This way, no 
one feels excluded from the process or that their opinion is not considered to be important. 

 



 

Page 10  World-Class 360 Degree Feedback – a Greenbank White Paper 

Why is self-analysis crucial? 

We often make broad assumptions about how people perceive us and it’s easy to assume 
that because we believe we are great – or not so great – at something that other people see 

this the same way.  Of course, for 
several reasons – perhaps their 
role, their personality style or their 
exposure to us - people may see us 
very differently to the way that we 
see ourselves.   

It may also be that participants 
behave differently with different 
people. For instance we all know 
people who behave differently with 
their reports than peers or their 
manager. 

360o feedback can show this 
difference very powerfully – but 
only of course if reports include 

self-perception.   

It can also bring out themes – for example, do participants consistently under or over-rate 
ourselves? 

It’s vital therefore that participants complete this feedback – in fact we often recommend that 
reports are not produced without it.  Seeing discrepancies between how your manager, peers, 
customers, and direct reports see you versus how you see yourself can be the most eye-opening 
and developmental aspect of 360o feedback! 
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What does great feedback look like? 

Throughout the 360o process, from initial email contact through to the welcome page on the 
on-line survey, feedback givers should always receive some guidance on how to give quality 
feedback.  

This helps to ease any concerns about the process and ensures that their feedback is relevant, 
actionable and helpful for the participant.  

Generally, a survey consists of both quantitative (numeric rating) and qualitative (descriptive) 
feedback and our suggested best practice here is as follows: 

Quantitative Feedback 

Whatever scale is used, we encourage people to try and use the whole range where 
appropriate – avoiding the tendency to give middle-range scores for everything, which can 
result in less than useful feedback. Make it clear that their responses are confidential and are 
averaged together as a group. No individual scores should be shown on the report except for 
those provided by the participant and their direct manager. 

Qualitative Feedback 

When preparing feedback givers to provide descriptive feedback, ask them to do the 
following: 

• Be respectful 

• Speak for themselves – rather than commenting on what others may believe  

• Answer only the questions being asked! 
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Who should see the 360o feedback 
report?  

If you are using 360o feedback in your organisation for the first time, we recommend that the 
focus of feedback is purely for personal development and therefore reports be provided only 
to the  participant and  their coach if they have one (internal or external). This will also help 
allay any concerns about confidentiality. 

However, we believe it is also important to set 
expectations that the participant will need to talk with 
their manager or HR about their personal 
development plan created as a result of the 360o 
feedback process. After all they will usually need their 
support to put these plans into action. 

If you do want the report to be shared with their 
manager or HR, then this needs to be explicit from the 
very beginning. This of course can be a perfectly valid 
approach, however it’s worth remembering that it 
may impact the openness of participants and their 
feedback givers.  It can also impact who gets asked for 

feedback in the first place…we always suggest that managers need to sign-off a participant’s 
list of feedback-givers to avoid the temptation of just asking people they know will give them 
a good rating!  

A professional 360o survey should allow for consolidated organisational reports to be 
produced, which can meet the organisation’s need for themes and overall patterns of 
strengths and weaknesses, whilst maintaining individual confidentiality. 
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What about confidentiality? 

Confidentiality is vitally important. To 
ensure honest and candid feedback, 
feedback givers need to be reassured 
that their feedback will be anonymous.  

Here are the best ways to maintain 
confidentiality: 

SET CLEAR EXPECTATIONS: 
Communicate the process, who will 
participate, and who will see the results. 

Then (certainly if you say its only for the participant) stick to this – even if you belatedly 
realise there is now a valuable source of data potentially available for HR planning 
purposes.   

OUTSOURCE THE PROCESS: If you run the 360o process internally using an online software 
tool, employees are more likely to believe that their responses can be seen by HR or their 
manager. 

SELECT ENOUGH FEEDBACK-GIVERS: Make sure that you have enough feedback givers in 
each feedback giver group to provide an aggregate score. We recommend at least two and 
preferably 3+ people within each feedback giver group to maintain confidentiality. 

USE PROFESSIONAL 360O SOFTWARE:  Most professional systems will allow for feedback-
giver groups to be combined if only one person in a relationship group gives feedback – 
therefore maintaining confidentiality.   
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What is the most effective coaching 
process? 

We can’t stress enough the importance of coaching 
alongside 360o feedback. Research shows that 94% of 
those that receive coaching and set development goals 
feel that the feedback process is effective. Conversely, 
only 34% feel the process is effective if they don’t receive 
any coaching. 

Ideally, the participant should have at least two 
meetings, with a day or so between to allow for 
reflection with an internal or external coach.  

Meeting 1:   To provide the report, explain the layout and 
make sure that participants can read it effectively, 

understanding any graphs, averages etc.  If the 360o report is delivered as part of a group 
training session, then this can be covered off as a group activity.  

The participant should then have enough time to read the report, look at themes and make 
notes; surprises, strengths they want to build on, weaknesses they need to address etc.  

Meeting 2:  To review and discuss their observations and start to create a personal 
development plan.  

This 2-stage approach both ensures that the feedback is interpreted correctly, and that the 
participant has somebody with whom to discuss ideas and future actions. A coach can help 
the person process emotions and gain clarity on how they are perceived by others and give 
guidance on ways to develop or strengthen skills and behaviours. 
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Following up with feedback givers? 

 

When people give feedback using a 360o survey, they become involved in the participant’s 
process of improvement. They invest time, energy, and thought into the feedback they 
provide. That’s why it’s important for the participant to thank feedback givers, show they 
have read the feedback by giving some examples of what they have learned and perhaps 
even ask for their help in reaching development goals. 

Feedback givers are more likely to continue to support the individual’s development when 
they are personally asked to participate, and when they see that they have taken feedback 
on board.  It also encourages regular, less formal feedback as people see the benefits for 
themselves.  

From our experience though, participants do sometimes need guidance on how to do this 
follow up – avoiding the temptation to be defensive or seek out people who they believe may 
have given them negative feedback.   

Done well, this can be a powerful way to ensure that the whole 360o process gains a good 
reputation within an organisation and over time encourage a culture where feedback is given 
more regularly and informally within the organisation.  
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Summary 

Technology advances have made providing 360o feedback a lot easier – and it can be a 
powerful tool for individual and organisational performance improvement, especially in 
geographically dispersed organisations, where face-to-face feedback can be difficult. 
However, its power and accessibility mean it’s even more important that it is done well!   

We hope you have found these ideas useful and wish you well in your 360o feedback 
programme! 
 
Judith Hirst 
Head of Leadership Development 
Greenbank   

About Greenbank 

Greenbank are a global sales and leadership performance consultancy.  We work closely 
with our clients to design & deliver engaging, highly-involving programmes – from bite-sized 
workshops to fully-integrated 6-12-month programmes.   

We have over 30 years’ experience in designing, delivering and coaching 360o feedback and 
have our own flexible, industry-leading 360o assessment tool, Navigator360, which delivers 
easy to read, powerful reports allowing quick translation into action 

We have now made  Navigator360 available directly to both HR functions and indeed, other 
training & coaching organisations for you to use, tailor and administer your own 
programmes. 

If you would like to discuss this with us, please email Greenbank at info@greenbankltd.com 

http://www.navigator360.co.uk/
mailto:info@greenbankltd.com?subject=Navigator360%20query

