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Testing best practice in delivering 360º feedback
The study in brief
In this study we tested a best practice model for the design 
and implementation of 360 feedback. We interviewed people 
undertaking 360 feedback in a government organisation three 
times, once after each session of a three-session feedback/
coaching program. The results supported the importance 
of establishing and communicating a clear purpose for 
such programs, of selecting the right tools, of timing the 
program well and briefing all key stakeholders effectively. The 
study also affirmed the importance of providing support to 
participants in helping them make meaning of the results and 
provided new insights into the importance of establishing long 
term ongoing support for people as they seek to implement 
behavioural change over time.

Introduction
In summer 2012 we interviewed more than 50 clients, coaches 
and coachees in order to identify the characteristics of 
effective 360� feedback systems. We captured our findings in 
the form of a best practice model for the design and review 
of 360 programs (figure 1). In this new study we tested the 
model in the design and implementation of a 360 program for 
approximately 50 leaders in a government organisation. The 
best practice model (figure 1) encourages program designers 
to:

Ensure everyone is clear on the purpose of the program. 
Participants often don’t know why they’re being asked to 
undertake 360 feedback. 

Select a fit-for-purpose tool. We found that using off-the-shelf 
products may lead people to feel better about themselves 
than using customised bespoke products.

Time the program well with respect to other activities, such as 
performance evaluation, end-of-financial-year etc...

Brief participants, line managers, raters and coaches face-
to-face. When people are briefed face-to-face instead of 
by e-mail they are more likely to feel satisfied with their 360 
feedback afterwards.

Provide support for participants to move through three stages; 
i) understanding the data ii) making sense of the data iii) 

moving to action. If participants are debriefed by skilled and 
accredited practitioners they are more likely to feel satisfied, 
to take action and to feel better about themselves once the 
program is complete. 

Figure 1: A best practice model for designing 360 
feedback programs
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In this study we worked with a government department 
to design a program for 50 leaders, using the model as 
a reference point to see if use of the model enhanced 
participant satisfaction, wellbeing and propensity to move to 
action.

Method
The government department in question was embarked upon 
a reform program designed to enable the organisation to 
become more strategic, collaborative and effective. The reform 
program included a piece of work on building leadership 
capability of which the 360 program was a part. We supported 
the organisational development (OD) manager during both 
design and implementation phases of the program, sharing 
the best practice model as a point of reference.
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Design

Organisational purpose
The CEO and senior executive realised that clarifying the 
purpose of the 360 program required providing context on 
the broader program of works. Many activities were only just 
starting or were yet to start, and people weren’t aware how all 
the different programs were related. In addition there was so 
much else going on in the organisation that people’s capacity 
to fully absorb and understand the overall reform agenda was 
likely to be tested. The CEO and senior executive therefore 
agreed to support a series of face-to-face briefings across the 
organisation. The executive were also keen for participants 
to understand that the purpose of the 360 program was 
developmental and that the results wouldn’t be used to assess 
people’s performance.

Tool selection
The organization was looking for a tool that would provide 
general insights on leadership capability and that appeared 
to be consistent with their still formative leadership capability 
framework. They wanted a tool they could use at multiple 
levels of the organisation, both with senior executives with 
previous experience of using 360 tools, and with more 
junior leaders who may never have used such tools before. 
Ultimately the organization chose to stagger the program, to 
use The Leadership Circle for the first phase of rollout, and to 
leave a final decision on tool selection for rest of the program 
until after the first phase (see Results).

Timing
The organisation wanted to implement the program quickly 
during a busy planning period. This wasn’t ideal timing, but 
was necessitated by other priorities. Because the program 
was to be conducted during a busy period the process was 
carefully managed to ensure no one person received too 
many invitations to rate others. 

Engaging stakeholders
All participants were sent a written briefing before the 
program commenced with an invitation to attend a face-
to-face group briefing. Separate group briefings were 
conducted for senior executives and other participants, raters 
and coaches. Two-thirds of participants attended a briefing. 
Absentees were later sent a link to a video of the briefing they 
missed. 

Debriefing and follow-up
Every participant received at least three 90 minute debrief/
coaching sessions to support them through understanding 
the data, making sense of the data and coming up with action 
plans. The participant’s line manager was invited to attend 
part of the third session, to enable participants to share 
their intentions and solicit feedback on those intentions. 
Participants were advised that they were expected to progress 
through all three sessions within a seven week timeframe.

Coaches
Four coaches worked with the first cohort of participants, all 
experienced and accredited to debrief The Leadership Circle 
tool. Two more coaches joined the coaching pool for the 
second phase of the program. 

Evaluation
All 18 original participants from the first cohort were invited to 
participate in an evaluation process that consisted of three 15-
30 minute interviews, each conducted soon after a coaching 
session. Of the 18 participants four declined to participate 
citing lack of time, and one was unable to participate due to 
illness. Thirteen of the 18 participants (72%) therefore took 
part in all three interviews. The second cohort consisted of 
30 participants. A semi-random sample of 12 people were 
selected for interview, representing a roughly equal mix of 
functions and coaches. Of the 12 people invited, two didn’t 
respond and were replaced in the interview list, and one 
person left the organisation before the end of the program. 
Eleven people therefore took part in all three interviews.

In the first interview only, participants and coaches were asked 
what they believed the purpose of the 360º program to be. 
They were then asked to pick one or more typical program 
objectives from a list cited by Garavan (1997):

a. To facilitate cultural change 

b. As input succession planning 

c. Executive development

d. To reinforce the organization’s desired core values 

e. As input to performance evaluation 

In all three interviews participants and coaches were asked i) 
to what extent they understood their 360º report ii) the extent 
to which they came up with new insights, and iii) the extent to 
which they came up with actions (all scored out of five). They 
were also asked if they had shared their intentions with their 
line managers, whether they had received feedback on their 
first attempts to implement new behaviours, and whether 
they believed they would want support once they came to 
putting their intentions into practice. In the last interview only, 
participants were asked if they had taken any actions, whether 
they felt the same, better, or worse about themselves having 
been through the process, and to rate their overall satisfaction 
with the process, and degree of change both out of ten.

Results
1. Purpose

Open-ended questions
Figure 2 shows how people responded to open-ended 
questions around the purpose of the program and links 
between the 360 program and other initiatives. 100% of 
respondents recognised that the purpose of the 360 program 
was to enhance leadership capability, but there was more 
variation in terms of people’s understandings as to why the 
organisation was choosing to invest in developing leaders at 
that time. 60% of people clearly articulated the importance of 
developing leaders in service of enabling the reform agenda. 
For example:

“To help leaders build their leadership capability to 
manage the reform agenda and take the organisation to 
another phase in its development.”
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23% linked the development of leadership capability to the 
organisation’s strategic agenda but without making explicit 
reference to the reform agenda. For example:

“It provides me with an insight into my strengths 
and weaknesses and helps me develop actions. This 
organisation is like any other in that it wants to develop its 
leaders. The program will generally enable us to achieve 
our corporate direction.” 

17% said they didn’t know why the organisation was choosing 
to invest in its leadership at that time. For example:

“I don’t know how it links to other initiatives. It feels 
like we’re part of the leadership group, but not. My 
involvement is limited and so I don’t see the connection in 
a corporate way.”

Overall, the coaches appeared clearest as to the broader 
purpose of the program, followed by the senior executive 
group (cohort 1) and the next layer of management down 
(cohort 2).

Figure 2: Purpose of the 360 program (responses to 
open-ended questions)
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Closed questions
With reference to Garavan’s five factors, participants and 
coaches were closely aligned as to the purpose of the 
program (figure 3). 100% of participants and coaches saw 
the purpose of the program as developmental, and no 
one believed the results were being used for performance 
assessment. 87% of participants recognised the less explicit 
intention around facilitating culture change.

Figure 3: Purpose of the 360 program (responses to 
closed questions)
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2. Tool selection
After experiencing The Leadership Circle tool firsthand, the 
senior executive voiced mixed views as to whether or not it was 
appropriate to use the same tool further down the organisation. 
Some people thought that the tool would be too confronting 
for less experienced managers on the basis that the tool has 
high norms, and wondered also if some of the items measured 
would be relevant further down the organisation. To facilitate 
the decision making process participants from the first cohort 
and coaches were asked their views on the use of the tool 
further down the organisation. Participants all favoured the use 
of The Leadership Circle because of the advantages of using a 
common language across the organisation but the group was 
split 50/50 as to whether the organisation should use the same 
version of the tool, or the simpler manager version. Seventy-five 
percent of coaches supported the use of the TLC tool without 
reservation, with 25% supporting the use of the simpler tool. 
In the end the simpler version of the tool was used for the next 
level of management.

3. Debriefing, sense-making and moving to action
Figure 4 shows how participants and coaches rated the extent 
to which the participants i) understood report data ii) gleaned 
insights, and iii) formulated action plans, following each 
coaching session. The results suggest:

 f This isn’t a linear process. Whilst the extent to which 
people understood their data generally preceded the 
extent to which they declared insights, which generally 
preceded the degree to which people said they had clear 
actions plans, the process appears quite iterative. For 
example, one participant rated their understanding of the 
data at 3/5 after the first coaching session, and their level 
of sense-making at 3½/5:

“I’m not fully across the detail but I’ve been focussed 
on understanding the big picture rather than 
understanding the tool to the nth degree. There are 
diminishing returns in expending energy in try to 
understand every aspect of the tool.”



4

  After the third session he rated both at 4/5 and said of his 
understanding of the data:

“As coaching progressed and as I’ve implemented 
strategies it’s felt like osmosis – I’ve acquired 
knowledge through learning.”

 f Participants understanding of the data continued to 
increase over the seven-eight week period studied. 
Participant ratings rose 33% between sessions 2 and 3, 
an increase not fully appreciated by the coaches, who 
perceived a more significant increase in understanding 
between sessions 1 and 2.

 f The same pattern holds true for sense-making. Coaches 
overestimated the extent to which participants felt they had 
generated insights after session 2 apparently anticipating 
increases in sense-making between sessions 2 and 3.

 f Participants had only a very limited sense of what actions 
they wanted to take after the first coaching session. This 
rating rose significantly between sessions 1 and 2, and 
between sessions 2 and 3, a pattern recognised by the 
coaches. 

Figure 4: Extent to which participants i) understood data 
ii) gained insights ii) formed action plans following each 
coaching session
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4. Satisfaction, wellbeing and change
If the design and implementation of this program reflected 
best-practice, as defined by the original model, then we might 
expect to see elevated participant satisfaction and wellbeing 
scores and propensity-to-action ratings, compared to the 
earlier 2012 study.

Satisfaction 
Figure 5 shows no difference in participants satisfaction 
between this case study and the 2012 study. In this study, 
reflecting on their positive satisfaction levels the 21 
participants focussed most on the insights they gained 
through the process (10 comments), being afforded access to 
a coach across three sessions (7 comments) and the quality of 
the tool (2 comments). Participants expressed a dissatisfaction 
with the timing of the program (3 comments), a desire for 
more coaching sessions (2 comments), and the extent to which 
they were able to understand the tool (2 comments). 

Wellbeing
75% of participants said they felt better about themselves 
having gone through the process compared to 59% of 
people surveyed in the previous study. No-one in this study 
said they felt worse about themselves, an improvement on 3% 
in the previous study. In explaining why they felt better about 
themselves people talked about feeling more empowered and 
clear about what they could do to improve their effectiveness (9 
comments), being more self-aware (8 comments) and feeling 
more confident and self-assured (7 comments).

Change
96% of participants said they made changes to their behaviour 
as a consequence of going through the program compared to 
80% of people surveyed in the previous study. 

Figure 5: Participant level of satisfaction with the process, 
improvement in wellbeing, and percentage taking some 
form of action following the program 
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Degree of change
As well as asking people if they had made changes (yes/no) 
we also asked people the extent to which they believed they 
had changed. Participants scored themselves on average 
at 60%, consistent with comments from the majority of 
participants along the lines of:

“I haven’t made too many changes yet but I intend to.  
The process isn’t complete yet.”
“It’s still a journey. I still need to put peer support and 
review mechanisms in place and start looking for regular 
feedback.”
“I still have work to do – not everything’s going to 
change overnight. I need to keep on track, hold myself 
accountable.”

Participants were also asked whether or not they had shared 
their intentions with their line managers, and whether or not 
they had received feedback on their initial efforts to make 
changes, two activities likely to support behavioural change. 
Figure 6 shows that 79% of people had shared their intentions 
with their line managers by the time they completed their third 
coaching session, and that just 25% had received feedback. 
The figure of 79% may be regarded as low given that this 
process was built into the program design. Of the five instances 
in which the line manager hadn’t been engaged, in three cases 
this was because the person’s line manager changed during 
the program, in one case it was because the line manager 
deferred the meeting, and in one case the participant felt that 
her change agenda was personal rather than professional.
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Figure 6: Percentage of participants who had shared actions 
with their line manager and who had received some form of 
feedback on early actions taken
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Participants were also asked what support they felt they 
would benefit from in order to support their efforts to change 
(figure 7). Of the 11 people who named coaching three spoke 
about having one or two more sessions in about six months 
time to check on progress. Others talked about coaching 
supporting them on an ongoing basis to further think through 
the changes they wanted to make and to implement those 
changes.

Figure 7: Percentage of participants who had shared 
proposed actions with their line manager and who had 
received some form of feedback on early actions taken
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Discussion
75% of participants interviewed in this program reported 
feeling better about themselves having been through the 
program, and 96% said they had taken some form of action. 
This compares to 59% and 80% respectively in the earlier 2012 
study. The study affirmed some aspects of the best practice 
model, shed further light on some subtleties of the model, 
particularly with regard to purpose, and highlighted a least 
one aspect of the model that might be improved.

Affirmation

Meaning making
The idea that there are three stages to receiving feedback 
appears useful in ensuring resource is provided to support 
people in getting to the stage where they are authentically 
committed to behavioural change. It takes time for people 
to understand 360 feedback data, and takes more time for 
people to make personal sense of it, an important step if 
people are to come up with actions they are likely to commit 
to in the long term. It’s important to remember that 360 data is 
not objective and that there are many factors that have been 
shown to impact on raters’ responses, such as stereotyping, 
the age of the participant, halo effects etc... (Garavan et al, 
1997; Van der Heijden & Nijhof, 2004; Eckert et al, 2010). 
Most people understand 360 feedback isn’t objective and 
seek more detail as to why they have been rated a particular 
way. Research suggests that feedback is most likely to lead 
to changes in behaviour when the process is facilitated by 
a skilled practitioner (Overeem et al, 2009) and when this 
practitioner provides space for participants to consider what 
kind of leader they want to be, as opposed to what kind of 
leader others want them to be (Boyatzis & McKee, 2005). 
The feedback process is also enhanced when accompanied 
with coaching to encourage enhanced self awareness 
and behavioural management (Luthans & Petersen, 2003). 
Presenting people with 360⁰ feedback without specialist 
support may lead to people ruminating and become 
distressed (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1998). 

Tool selection
The organisation faced a difficult choice in deciding what tool 
to use. They wanted a tool that would offer senior executives 
fresh insights into their leadership capabilities yet would also 
prove useful for leaders in less complex roles who had little 
leadership training and no experience of 360 surveys. This 
challenge was compounded by the recent recruitment into the 
organisation of leaders from outside who had considerably 
more leadership training than their longer serving peers. 
Rather than attempt to solve the problem in advance, the 
organisation chose to stagger their decision making such 
that they were able to collectively learn-through-experience. 
By adopting this strategy the organisation learned that while 
the chosen tool was indeed experienced as confronting, the 
majority of early participants valued that confronting aspect of 
the tool.

Briefing raters
In the 2012 study participants told stories about raters taking 
advantage of anonymity to make critical and sometimes 
personal comments. Accordingly Garavan et al (1997), Van 
der Heijden & Nijhof (2004) and Morgeson et al (2005) all 
suggest that raters should be provided with guidance and 
training, though this is rarely provided (Atkins & Wood, 2002). 
In this program rater briefings were provided, and we had 
no recorded cases of participants being confronted with 
feedback that was interpreted as aggressive or abusive.
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Purpose
This study demonstrates how challenging it can be to 
successfully communicate the purpose of a 360 program. 
To fully articulate the purpose of this program meant having 
to simultaneously explain the objectives of a series of 
other activities in the business, some of which had yet to 
begin. The CEO and senior executive took the time to align 
themselves around a common purpose and communicated 
that purpose not only by e-mail but also through a series of 
face-to-face briefings at which people had the opportunity 
to ask questions. These efforts likely contributed to ensuring 
that everyone understood how the data was to be used and 
that 60% of stakeholders understood the broader context for 
the program. The OD manager was particularly pleased that 
everyone understood that their data was not to be used for 
assessment purposes. People understood that they would be 
the only people to receive their individual data and that HR 
and the senior executive team had access only to aggregate 
data. 

Despite this commitment to face-to-face briefings, still up 
to 40% of participants said they didn’t fully understand the 
overarching purpose for conducting the 360 program. This 
serves to highlight how much effort is involved in aligning an 
organisation around a purpose or vision, particularly when 
the message may be complex. The further away from the 
centre of an organisation you travel, the greater the effort 
required to help people make sense of events on their own 
terms. Employees generally like to hear the message from 
their local management because local management is more 
likely to couch change in terms that can be related to their 
immediate circumstances (Allen, 2007). In other words an 
empowered middle management has the potential to act as 
a crucial facilitator of change (Raelin & Cataldo, 2011). The 
process through which middle-management are engaged 
should be dialogic rather than monologic (Lawrence, 2014). 
From this perspective it is worthwhile noting that a few 
managers from the first cohort complained at not being more 
closely engaged in the process before the 360 program was 
formally communicated to the broader organisation. Even 
more effective communication of purpose in this case may 
have required more personal engagement of the broader 
management team.

Organisational readiness or organisational 
support?
The original best practice model positions the design of 360 
tools within a context of ‘organisational readiness’ (Morgeson, 
2005), or more specifically a culture in which people feel 
sufficient trust in colleagues to consider communicating 
openly and honestly. This notion of organisational readiness 
may be more practically framed as organisational support, a 
factor that McCauley & Moxley (1996) suggest is important if 
participants are likely to change their behaviours. In this study, 
whilst we found that 96% of people said they had taken some 
form of action following their assessment, most people said 
that the journey for them had only just started. Participants 
on average rated the extent to which they had taken actions 

only at 60%. 75% of participants said they would value further 
support in continuing to make changes to their behaviour, 
specifically mentioning coaching, line manager conversations 
and peer discussions as forms of support that would be most 
useful. What all these forms of support have in common 
is that they are dialogic; forums in which people have the 
opportunity to continue to make sense of original feedback, 
and new feedback, in the context of trying out new behaviours 
in the workplace. In this sense organisational support may 
be framed as the extent to which participants have the 
opportunity to engage in a reflective and supportive process 
with someone who is genuinely interested in their perspective.

Conclusions
The original best practice model appears to be a useful 
framework. 75% of participants interviewed in this program 
reported feeling better about themselves having been 
through the program, and 96% said they had taken some form 
of action. This study highlighted three further areas which 
we may explicitly attend to in designing and reviewing 360 
feedback programs, namely:

 f The importance of spending time on engaging multiple 
layers of management in a two-way communication 
process to ensure a widespread understanding of purpose.

 f The iterative nature of understanding data, coming up with 
insights and committing to actions.

 f Attending to the capacity of the wider organisation 
to provide support to participants in changing and 
embedding new behaviours following the cessation of 
feedback coaching, ensuring that forums exist for people 
to continue to make sense of their efforts to improve their 
effectiveness. 

Accordingly we suggest two minor amendment to the original 
best practice model, substituting ‘organisational support’ for 
‘organisational readiness’. 

Figure 8: A revised best practice model
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