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360-degree assessments are the back-

bone of most corporations’ leadership 

development programs. More than 85 

percent of Fortune 500 companies use 

multi-rater feedback as a central part 

of their overall leadership development 

processes. They are popular because 

they provide leaders with empirical 

data revealing how others perceive 

their strengths and weaknesses. This 

candid information is extremely helpful 

because, as our research shows, we 

are half as accurate at identifying our 

own strengths and areas which need 

improvement as others are in our work 

group.

360-degree assessments are the backbone of most corporations’ leadership 

development programs. But not all surveys are in the same class as far as quality, 

the effectiveness of the implementation process, and the added services that they 
offer.

The 11 Components 

of a Best-In-Class 

360-Degree Assessment
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While many organizations technically have 

the capability to construct a 360-degree 

process internally, more than 95 percent 

of those conducting 360-degree assess-

ments use an external organization to 

supply this service. There are undoubtedly 

many reasons for this outsourcing. Among 

them is the superior confidentiality and 
anonymity the external organization pro-

vides and the added confidence this gives 
to all respondents that their replies are 

safeguarded. Another valuable feature the 

external supplier is often able to provide is 

normative percentile scoring comparisons, 

which allows the organization to compare 

itself to other companies in their industry. 

Because the external organization special-

izes in measurement, they bring a higher 

level of sophistication and flexibility to the 
instruments they design. 

There are many vendors that can supply 

organizations with 360-degree assess-

ments, but not all are in the same class 

as far as quality, the effectiveness of the 
implementation process, and the add-

ed services that they offer. With such a 
wide variety of instruments available, it is 

important to discern what qualifies as an 

effective 360-degree assessment. The 
following eleven points are derived from 

Zenger Folkman’s extensive research on 

the important components of a best-in-

class 360-degree assessment. These are 

the elements that we believe to be the 

most important:

1. Empirically derived competencies 

and items

As 360-degree assessments began to 

grow in popularity, many organizations 

became interested in customizing assess-

ments to match their own competency 

models. Assessment items were based 

on what people thought were important 

behaviors, not on data that determined 

which competencies truly differentiated 
high performers from low performers. 

This fallacy has a significant impact on the 
results of the assessment because what is 

assumed to differentiate the best leaders 
from poor leaders may not actually be a 

differentiator at all. Take, for example, the 
behavior of being on time to meetings. 

One might naturally assume that lead-

ers who are always on time to meetings 

would be perceived as much more effec-

tive than those who are not on time. In 

fact, there is no difference between the 
best and the worst leaders when it comes 

to being on time.

Many assessments created today consist 

of “wise individuals” writing items they 

think are differentiators, but which have 
not been empirically tested. At Zenger 

Folkman, we gathered statistical data 

on over 2,000 items from 200,000 eval-

uations of 20,000 leaders. It was then 

possible to determine, based on research 

not assumptions, what differentiated the 
best from the worst performers. The result 

was 16 empirically-derived “differentiating” 
competencies. 

2. A response scale that avoids a 

false positive

A problem with many 360-degree as-

sessments is the false positives feedback 

participants receive. This happens when 

a question such as, “Does this individual 

listen carefully and attentively?” is asked 

and the response scale invites the indi-

vidual to mark “Strongly Agree, Agree, 

Neutral, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree.” If 

the individual felt like this person was just 

as “OK” at listening carefully, they might 
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“agree,” which would result in a score of 

“4.” Participants receiving the feedback 

would probably be very pleased about 

receiving 4 out of 5 on this item and the 

impression they might have is that they 

are fairly effective at listening. In reality, 
this is a false positive, because the partic-

ipant perceives they are doing well on that 

competency and that there is no need for 

development, when that is not really the 

case.

When creating their 360-degree instru-

ment, the psychometricians at Zenger 

Folkman recognized the resulting false 

positives on the standard “Agree/Dis-

agree” scale. In order to fix this problem, 
they set out to create a new and more 

accurate response scale. The new scale 

provides the following scoring options: 

“Outstanding Strength, Strength, Com-

petent, Needs Some Improvement, or 

Needs Significant Improvement.” If the 
person is just “OK,” they usually receive 

a “3,” meaning they are competent. This 

helps the participant more efficiently select 
which competencies they should work on. 

When comparing the “Agree/Disagree” 

scale and the “Strength” scale, the aver-

age rating of participants’ competency 

effectiveness went down 0.75. In other 
words, the “Strength” scale helped elim-

inate the false positive score to generate 

more accurate feedback scores.

3. Compare scores to a high standard

Figure 1 displays the 360-degree feed-

back of an individual named Richard. The 

horizontal line is the average score of all 

leaders who have taken the assessment. 

Richard could interpret his data and 

conclude that he is a little below average 

in a few areas, but at or above average in 

most areas, so he is doing fine.

However, if Richard were to look at his 

feedback in comparison to the 90th 

3© 2019 Zenger Folkman



percentile norm, as seen in Figure 2, he 

would see a very different picture.

Leaders who perform at or above the 90th 

percentile make an enormous difference 
in the performance of an organization. 

Comparing participants’ results to the 

90th or 75th percentiles gives them a 
totally different perspective. If participants 

find they do not have one competency 
at the 90th or 75th percentile, it can be 
discouraging. However, this helps employ-

ees realize that the expectations of the 

organization are not for them to be aver-

age—but rather, to be extraordinary. They 

learn that the organization needs them to 

be great leaders and that they have much 

room for improvement. Zenger Folkman 

assessments can also create a company 

specific or industry norm at the 90th and 
75th percentiles, enabling participants to 
see how they compare to their own com-

pany’s or their industry’s leaders—all of 

which becomes helpful information when 

crafting an individual development plan.

4. Measure a leader’s current impact 

on direct reports

There are two different classifications of 
surveys that most organizations utilize:

1. A 360-degree assessment, which 

measures the effectiveness of a lead-

er, or

2. An employee engagement or satis-

faction survey, which measures how 

satisfied the employees are with the 
organization.

These two types of assessments are very 

distinct, and for most organizations, they 

are rarely used together. However, our 

research has shown a very strong cor-

relation between the effectiveness of a 
leader and in the level of satisfaction and 

engagement of employees. Zenger Folk-

man’s 360-degree leadership assessment 

includes five questions that measure the 
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level of engagement and satisfaction the 

responder feels toward the organization. 

These questions measure an employee’s 

confidence that goals will be met, their 
commitment to go the extra mile, will-

ingness to recommend the organization, 

intention wto quit, and overall satisfaction.

After running this study hundreds of times 

in various organizations, the results show 

the correlation between leadership effec-

tiveness and employee commitment, as 

seen in Figure 3.

This vital correlation shows the leader 

the impact that their current leadership 

behavior has on the level of commitment 

from their direct reports. They not only see 

how effective they are on different skills, 
but also the impact their effectiveness has 
on their direct reports. Obviously, there 

are a number of factors that influence 
employee commitment, including working 

conditions, compensation, benefits, and 
the culture of the organization. But our re-

search has shown that the single biggest 

influence on the level of employee com-

mitment is the behavior of the leader.

5. Identify the most important com-

petencies

Not all competencies are of equal impor-

tance to every leader. Depending on the 

person’s role, some competencies have 

less relevance while others have more. 

The best 360-degree instruments provide 

a way of identifying which competencies 

are of the highest importance. One way to 

do this is to ask all respondents to identify 

the four competencies they think are most 

important for the leader to do well in order 

to be successful in their current role. The 

individual participant can see which ones 

the manager, peers, and direct reports 

have chosen. Identifying the four top 

competencies gives the individual added 

insight into the competencies at which 

they need to excel. Because you can’t be 

the best at everything, this feature helps 

leaders to prioritize their most important 

competencies. 
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6. Emphasize building on strengths

Many individuals have negative feelings 

about 360-degree assessments stem-

ming from a past experience where the 

focus was on weaknesses. Of course, the 

assessment should help people identify 

a fatal flaw—most often a competency at 
the 10th percentile or below—which they 

need to fix. But what if an individual has 
no fatal flaws? 360-degree assessments 
should be created to focus strongly on the 

positive dimensions and help people iden-

tify their greatest skills. Zenger Folkman’s 

research shows that what differentiated 
extraordinary leaders was possession 

of a few profound strengths. It was the 

presence of strengths, not the absence 

of weaknesses that made them great. An 

effective 360-degree assessment should 
help leaders discover their strengths. 

Emphasizing strengths in the feedback 

process changes how people feel about 

receiving feedback. It transforms a poten-

tially negative experience into a positive 

one of discovery.

7. Focus written comments on fixing 
fatal flaws, not minor improvements
The written comments sections can be 

very helpful in a 360-degree assessment 

if they provide some clear guidance. The 

questions should encourage comments 

that lead to specific feedback. For ex-

ample, Zenger Folkman’s 360-degree 

assessment asks respondents, “Is there 

anything this person does that might be 

considered a significant weakness or fatal 
flaw,” instead of asking if a person could 
improve in any area. While this question 

may be a little bold, straight-forward feed-

back on that topic makes an incredible 

difference. The 360-degree assessment 
participant is no longer guessing. This 

helps people be more specific in their 
comments. When written comments ask, 

“Is there anything this person could do to 

improve?” there is a tendency for respon-

dents to give a long developmental list of 

suggestions about things that could be 

improved. However, concentrating written 

comments on fatal flaws helps partici-
pants focus on the most pressing issues.

8. Data security

Given the confidential nature of 360-de-

gree feedback, clients demand assurance 

that the data is carefully guarded, and has 

strong encryption and secure firewalls. 

Therefore, many organizations turn to an 

external supplier rather than do it internally 

because it is usually much more secure. 

The survey will be more successful if the 

individuals taking it are certain the confi-

dentiality of their feedback will be securely 

guarded.

9. Make it an efficient process
When an organization embarks on a 

360-degree assessment process and 

makes the assessment available to all of 

its managers, a member of senior man-

agement could end up supplying feed-

back for 8, or 10, or 12 people. Surveys 

that take 30–45 minutes to complete 

become a real burden. Zenger Folkman 

has worked hard to measure the 16 

differentiating competencies sufficiently, 
while keeping the survey to 54 items. The 

typical respondent takes 15–20 minutes 

to complete the assessment, depending 

on how much time they spend on written 

comments.

The real cost of a 360-degree assessment 

isn’t the price of the assessment; it is the 

time it takes employees and managers 

to complete it. When you have a 15–20 
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minute educated process, people don’t 

mind completing it, but assessments that 

are 30–60 minutes have a much lower 

completion rate. It is especially important 

given that more respondents make for 

more valid and reliable data. Therefore, 

the assessment process should be effi-

cient enough that an organization can feel 

good about encouraging every manager 

to ask all of their direct reports and several 

of their peers to participate.

10. Make reports simple and intuitive

When people receive their reports, they 

are often by themselves. They’re in their 

office or at home and it needs to be easy 
to interpret. People should not be scratch-

ing their heads as they try to decipher 

what their 360-degree feedback report is 

trying to tell them. Make the report easy to 

understand.

11. Provide insights on how to build 

strengths

One of the most critical aspects of the 

360-degree assessment is providing 

insights on how a participant can build 

their strengths. The assessment should 

not focus simply on identifying weak-

nesses, but on how individuals can build 

upon their strengths. Building strengths 

may seem easy, but actually can be quite 

complex. When trying to reach our de-

sired future performance, most people 

intuitively undertake a linear approach. For 

example, if a leader chose to improve their 

technical expertise, they may plan to read 

more books, take more courses, or get 

a coach. Now, if technical expertise was 

the leader’s weakness, these things are 

helpful. But if technical expertise was the 

leader’s strength, they have probably al-

ready done those things. Zenger Folkman 

found that strengths are built by develop-

ing “companion behaviors.”

Figure 4 shows the companion behav-

iors for technical expertise. As a leader 

develops other behaviors related to their 

strengths, they create powerful com-

binations which cause the strengths to 

increase. Zenger Folkman refers to this as 

non-linear development. Zenger Folkman 

provides every manager with a complete 

guide on how to build a strength using 

non-linear companion behaviors. This is 

the key to taking 360-degree feedback 

and making it work.

In summary, there are many instruments 

available with apparent similarities, but 

there are some strong and important 

differences. Participants who engage in 
360-degree assessments that lack these 

11 elements often have a negative expe-

rience. We have found that people who 

have had bad experiences with 360-de-

gree assessments fall into distinct cate-

gories. The first category contains those 
who focused only on fixing weaknesses. 
Second are those who were in organi-

zations where the expectations were not 

clear. It is important for organizations to 

make clear that the assessment is only for 

developmental purposes, not for perfor-

mance evaluation. However, sometimes 

organizations violate that principle and 

the 360-degree assessment process falls 

into disrepute. Third are those people who 

complete the process only to let their re-

sults collect dust on the shelf. If an organi-

zation doesn’t see the importance in help-

ing people to build a solid development 

plan from their 360-degree feedback, the 

process will not be worth the time and 

money spent. Finally, many people are 

skeptical about the 360-degree assess-

ment living up to its potential or being 
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utilized well. If a 360-degree assessment 

process includes the 11 integral elements, 

the tool is much more likely to be utilized 

with positive results—both personally and 

professionally. This is a critical tool for 

leaders because they need feedback and 

focus. Done properly, people want this 

information, use it, and it becomes one of 

the premiere tools for development.
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www.zengerfolkman.com

About Us

Zenger Folkman relentlessly seeks to rise above the inconsistent, and sometimes 

misleading, nature of popular leadership philosophies and beliefs brought on by 

opinion. The discipline of leadership and those who pursue it deserve better. Our most 

valuable asset is the expertise of combining hard data and statistical analysis with 

logical explanations and actionable application that help individual leaders thrive and 

organizations succeed.


