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We’ve designed and administered 360s long before the days of technical systems. Forms were faxed and emailed to our office. 
Averages and ranges were hand tallied and the written comments were typed.  Aside from the advent of software that does the 
calculations for you and the widespread attention to defining and measuring leadership competencies, little has changed. 
Yet change is needed. 
 
There are a number of inherent flaws in the typical 360 process. Five are described below. 
 
1. All leadership competencies are not created equal.  Some are more important than others.  Some may be more necessary in one 

particular environment, others may be more critical in another.  While some surveys ask raters to define the importance of 
various competencies, most do not. 

2. Number overload and narrative skimpiness leave most recipients wondering despite the fat, data-rich reports they receive. They 
continually tell us that the narrative comments that people provide are the most valuable parts of the survey report.  At the 
same time, the areas where people most need help in understanding what’s going on (their limitation or lower rated items), 
there is little explanation. Sadly, despite the number of pages and data points in most 360 reports, people receive very little 
feedback. 

3. Leadership competencies are not everlasting. While most were designed to stand the test of time, most were not designed with 
the understanding of complexity and the challenges of today’s market and workplace in mind. Far too few get updated—and 
those that do get updated too infrequently. 

4. The sum of a few micro behaviors does not equal a competency. Think about it. Some body of people at some point, most with a 
good strategy for doing so, defined critical leadership competencies. Those competencies were then codified in unique 
behavioral descriptors (i.e., the rating statements). Each statement focused on a micro behavior. Four to six micro behaviors are 
generally used to describe a broad competency such as “Leading Change” or “Developing People.”  Leadership in any one area is 
more than the sum of a skimpy number of micro behaviors. 

5. To believe the leadership competency can be measured with two digit accuracy is laughable when you think about it.  Add to 
that the angst spent as people try to ascertain the difference between 3.96 and 4.21.   

 
The time has come for a change 
 

http://www.takechargeinc.com/�
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In order to combat the challenges outlined above while still providing the people with the opportunity for a 360 view of their behavior, 
we embarked on some research. The goal of the research was to determine whether a different approach to the 360 assessment 
process might yield feedback that is more specific, more contextual, and more generous while focusing on something rather than 
micro behaviors.  

To do so, we designed a new format for the standard 360 process.  The new format was based on how well leaders paid 
attention to critical aspects of leadership—not on how well they demonstrated micro behaviors.  Our thinking was that asking 
people to think and comment on a leader’s capacity to pay attention would: 
 

• Enable someone to note that the person they are rating pays an appropriate amount of attention to something that isn’t all that 
important at the moment—rather than rating a related micro behavior at “to a limited extent” or “infrequently.” This would enable 
various competencies to be in need or more attention (or less attention) than others and isn’t based on the premise the good 
leadership is the capacity to demonstrate all behaviors equally well. 

• Open up the opportunity to provide more specific feedback. If asked to describe “how someone paid attention,” the associated 
comments should describe behaviors. That we believed would overcome the tendency for many people to comment “does this all 
the time” or “he’s very good at this” when responding to “Please comment or describe your rating.” 
 

As we designed the survey, we also found that asking people to pay attention to broad aspects of leadership in many instances had us 
describe competencies not in behavioral form—but in capacity form. Instead of describing what a leader does to “Create Change,” we 
needed to describe what a leader pays attention to in order to “Create Change.” The difference is a subtle one that has a marked 
impact on the associated descriptive statements. An associated behavioral statement might be “Creates a vision” or “Works to engage 
others in the creation of a vision.” A statement that describes attention and intention might be “Engages the appropriate parties in the 
creation of a vision in order to enlist their brainpower and commitment.” 
 
With that done, we were ready to test our thinking. The research was designed to explore the following hypotheses: 
 

1.  That narrative feedback provided by raters when asked about how managers “paid attention” to broad leadership areas 
would yield more feedback than that offered when people were simply given the opportunity to explain the rating of a 
micro behavior. 

2. That the narrative feedback provide by raters when asked how mangers “paid attention” to broad leadership areas would 
yield feedback that was more specific and more actionable than the feedback provided when given the opportunity to 
explain micro behaviors. 

http://www.takechargeinc.com/�
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The technical review of the feedback 
conducted by Take Charge found that 
62% of the positive feedback offered 
using the new format was explained 
with either descriptive detail and/or 
put in context.  Only 49% of the 
positive feedback offered in the 
standard survey format contained 
descriptive detail and/or was put in 
context. The opposite was found when 
looking at constructive feedback. Only 
49% of the constructive feedback 
offered in the new format was 
described and/or put in context 
compared to 62% being described 
and/or put in context in the standard 
format. 

3. That asking people to rate how managers paid attention to critical areas would provide more valuable feedback than the 
feedback provided via a typical 360 survey (rate a number of concrete actions and have an opportunity to comment after 
each). 

4. That recipients when given a choice between both surveys would overwhelmingly chose the survey that provided input 
about how they paid attention rather than on the survey that provided a rating of micro behaviors and associated 
comments. 

 
The survey participants  
 
20 people volunteered to participate in the research study. Each was asked to identify six raters, all of whom could be considered a 
homogeneous rating group (or as an alternative they could specify different raters as long as they could 
be split into two homogenous groups). 
 
The raters for each volunteer were split into two groups. One group received the “N” survey (a new 
version of the survey). This version asked raters to rate and comment on the degree of attention 
the person they were rating paid to various aspects of leadership. The other group received the “S” 
(or standard) version of the survey. The S version contains unique behavioral statements, each 
followed by a rate and the opportunity to comment. 
 
Of those, 19 received sufficient feedback (feedback from at least 2 raters on both the N and S 
versions of the survey) and were included in the review process. 
 
The review process 
 
The review process included three different reviews: 
1. Take Charge reviewed the narrative feedback that was provided to determine the following: 

• Number of unique, specific strengths identified. 
• Extent to which they were explained. 
• Number of unique, specific developmental suggestions. 
• Extent to which they were explained. 

 
2. Survey respondents reviewed surveys other than their own (the N and S surveys completed for 

http://www.takechargeinc.com/�
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another participant in the research) to answer the questions that follow. This was done to remove the personal reaction that 
might accompany feedback. When provided with one’s own survey, there is a chance that a statement or the view of one rater 
might strikes a chord with the recipient—and that reaction could drives selection of one survey over another rather than an 
impersonal assessment of the quality of the feedback. 

• If these two surveys were yours, which survey does a better job at providing you with feedback that is specific and 
actionable? 

• Which survey do you believe provides you with more valuable information? Why? 
• If you had a choice between these two surveys, which would you chose? 

 
3. Finally, each person was provided with their feedback reports and asked to respond to the questions in item 2. above.   
 
 
The results 
 
Hypothesis #1 and #2 were partially confirmed. Hypothesis #3 and #4 were confirmed. 
1.  Hypothesis #1 partially confirmed:  Narrative feedback provided by raters when asked about how people “paid attention” to 

broad leadership areas would yield more feedback than that offered when people were simply given the opportunity to explain 
the rating of a micro-behavior. 

 
This hypothesis was partially confirmed and was explored in the Take Charge review. When noting strengths, slightly fewer strengths 
were noted with the new survey format (13.1 strengths per survey using the new format, 15.75 strengths per survey using the 
standard format).  When noting limitations, the new format delivered - providing 4.8 limitations per survey (compared to 1.7 in the 
standard survey). 
 
2. Hypothesis #2 partially confirmed:  Narrative feedback provided by raters when asked how managers “paid attention” to broad 

leadership areas would yield feedback that was more specific and more actionable than feedback provided when given the 
opportunity to explain micro behaviors. 

 
This hypothesis was looked at in all three reviews. The results varied depending on who was doing the reviewing. The Take 
Charge review - a technical review of the specificity of each unique piece of feedback - provided results contrary to what we 
expected. Both reviews by survey participants supported this hypothesis. 
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The technical review of the feedback conducted by Take Charge found that 62% of the positive feedback offered using the new 
format was explained with either descriptive detail and/or put in context.  Only 49% of the positive feedback offered in the 
standard survey format contained descriptive detail and/or was put in context. The opposite was found when looking at 
constructive feedback. Only 49% of the constructive feedback offered in the new format was described and/or put in context 
compared to 62% being described and/or put in context in the standard format. 

 
When research participants reviewed the surveys (whether reviewing the survey of another or their own), they overwhelmingly saw 

the new format to provide feedback that was both more specific and actionable. Fourteen of 19 chose the new format when 
looking at a survey other than their own. All 19 chose the new format when looking at their own survey. 

 
3. Hypothesis #3 confirmed. Asking people to rate and describe how people paid attention to broad leadership areas would 

provide more valuable feedback than the standard 360 (ratings for a number of concrete micro behaviors and the associated 
opportunity to comment on each). 

 
This was looked at by research participants as they reviewed surveys other than their own, as well as when they reviewed their own 

surveys. The results were similar to those associated with hypothesis #2.  Fourteen of 19 found the new format to be more 
valuable when looking at someone else’s survey. When looking at their own, all found the new format to be more valuable.  

 
4. Hypothesis #4 confirmed. Recipients, when given a choice between both surveys, would overwhelmingly chose the survey that 

provided input about how they paid attention rather than the survey that provided a rating of micro behaviors and the 
associated comments. 

 
This was confirmed when participants looked at their own survey as well as a survey other than their own. When looking at their own 
surveys, all but one participant favored the new format over the old. When looking at a survey other than their own, all but two 
participants (17 or 19) favored the new format.  
 
Discussion 
 
Participants overwhelmingly favored the new survey format. When describing why the feedback on the new format was more specific 
action or valuable, they offered comments such as the following.  
 

• It provides more information about what I do well and what I could do to improve. 

http://www.takechargeinc.com/�
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• The N survey provides info specific to me and less generic. 
• The input allows me to recall why I was rated a certain way. It helps explain my weaknesses. 
• Survey N provides personal comments and suggestions  - it’s more personal. 
• Comments seem lest contrived and provide more depth – comments regarding the potential for improvement provide useful hints 

for modifying one's approach. 
• The N survey provides more detailed and nuanced info than the phrases provided in the comment section on the S survey. 
 

The comments and the overwhelming response to the new survey format seem to bear out what we’ve heard for years—that 
narrative comments are valued. Although a technical review of the surveys shows that the comments provided may not be more 
specific and/or context-based. Several potential explanations come to mind: 
 

• Very few constructive comments were provided in the S survey format. Determining what percentage of the average 
1.7 comments per survey was descriptive has one doing mathematical equals on a micro set of data. The numbers 
associated with the specificity of feedback need to be based on a larger data set to be more reliable. 

• Recipients found the N survey to be more valuable, specific, and actionable and commented on the value of the 
constructive feedback. What we didn’t measure or consider was the breadth of the feedback provided. We only 
looked at specificity. A second review is needed to explain if feedback on the N survey is broader rather than 
focused on micro behaviors.  

• Respondents like to read what someone has to say about them (even if those comments are not as specific as 
someone like a consultant might like them to be). 

 
It’s also interesting to note that in a follow-up question, we asked whether the rating scale could be eliminated given the value of the 
feedback. There was overwhelming interest in keeping a competency scale (rather than having a rating scale for each item). Even 
though we’re not fond of one- to two-digit accuracy when it comes to rating competencies, our survey recipients are. 
 
The survey format and research described above were used to design our Mindful Leadership Survey™.   For more information, 
contact Take Charge consultants.  Visit us on the web at www.takechargeinc.com  
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