
360s: WEAPONS OR TOOLS?

Battling styles

Jenna had been my coaching client two years earlier. We’d enjoyed each other immensely and done 

meaningful work. She told people proudly that the coaching had helped her land her current role. 

Now, the global non-profit where she worked was rolling out a new 360-degree feedback instrument. She’d 

been in the pilot cohort and had received her feedback report. She got in touch with me to sort through 

some questions.  

“One of my direct reports is this guy named Alex,” she told me. “I’d like to 

get him a 360. Do you think I have to use this one?” She picked up her 

current report and gave it a little flap.

“You don’t like it?” I asked. 

“Not for Alex. Maybe not for anyone. You saw the PDF I sent you. It’s too much data for anybody to absorb!” 
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360-degree feedback can be intense. Or confusing. Like many reports, it often needs 

explaining, even if the information is familiar. This month’s coaching conversation explores 

the many sides of 360s.
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Jenna’s forty-page feedback report showed each rater groups’ answers to every question about her. And 

many questions had been asked. 

Different data compared her to others in her cohort and to comparable leaders in non-profits across the 

U.S. and globally. 

Having seen instruments like this for years, a quick glance showed me that Jenna’s data was positive and 

strong. She had areas for development, of course, but she had many more strengths. Overall, the report 

showed that people liked the results she was getting and they liked her personally. Jenna was excelling 

across many measurements. I wasn’t surprised at all.

“It is a long report,” I agreed. “But someone’s going to debrief it with you, aren’t they, Jenna?”

“If they’re intending to, they haven’t told me. But it’s a pilot. Maybe they will.” 

“You should ask, but I’m guessing they will.”

“Do you remember debriefing my 360 with me? I’m glad you were there when I read it. That was a lot to 

take in. But that was the opposite of this.”

The report I’d prepared for Jenna contained only verbatim comments in answer to four open-ended 

questions. While her current report was quantitative – charts, percentages and graphs – mine was 

qualitative, comment after comment after comment, for a dozen pages. 

I said, “I remember you saying the feedback stung you, but it didn’t wound you. I’ve never forgotten that.”

“It did sting!” she said. Then, getting a new idea, “Have you ever had to scrape someone off the floor from 

a 360?”  

Deeply wounded

“There was one woman,” I said sadly. “She was not prepared for the feedback. Not in any way. People 

had been upset with her for years, but she’d never gotten the feedback. So when the dam finally broke, all 
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that pent up frustration steamrolled her. I felt really sorry for her. And I felt her boss had done her a disservice 

by not giving her feedback along the way.”

“Poor woman. Sounds dreadful.” Coming back, she sighed and smiled. “That wasn’t my case! I don’t think 

there was anything in my report I hadn’t heard before. I’m guessing it’ll be the same for Alex.” 

“That’s what usually happens,” I said. “It’s pretty rare that someone reads their report and is shocked. The 

more typical reaction I get is ‘my husband’s been telling me that for twenty years’.”

Still thinking about Alex, she said, “How do I tell him he’s getting a 360 without making him all freaked out?”

“Why would he freak out?” I asked.

“He might think he’s in trouble or that I’m trying to send him some message.”

“Well, giving someone a 360 is sending that person a message, Jenna. You are publically turning the spotlight 

on that person. That’s most definitely a message. The question is, what message do you want to send Alex 

with his 360?”

“That he’s a rock star. And I think it will help him, because we’ve all got blind spots, right?”

One-time miracle

“If you tell him that when you sign him up for a 360, do you think he’ll freak out?”

She smiled. “Probably not. But 360s do get used to send that kind of message, don’t they? ‘Hey, bub! Enough 

is enough! Shape up or ship out!’”

I nodded a reluctant yes while saying, “They do, but 360s don’t usually work as performance management 

tools. If the person isn’t already getting the message, what’s the 360 supposed to do? Flip a switch in 

someone? That doesn’t happen. Well, actually, I did see it once. But it’s pretty rare.”  

“What happened?” she asked.
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“With the switch? Oh, it was this genius Israeli scientist. He thought his job was to be the smartest guy in a 

company of about eighty thousand. He treated his entire team of amazingly brilliant people like assistants. 

Everyone was furious with him and he was completely tone deaf. So when the 360 came around, they really 

blasted him.”   

“Oh my gosh, did his head explode?”

“Quite the contrary! He read the feedback and the switch flipped. He understood it in an instant. He 

transformed overnight. We still had a lot of coaching to do, but only fine tuning. The giant transformation 

happened on day one. From a 360! That just doesn’t happen. It was amazing.”

“Wow. Well, luckily Alex doesn’t need a big makeover. Just some 

polishing.” 

Who sees it?

Then, grabbing the report again, she said, “Do you know what? 

This data was not private! Anyone who worked on the pilot saw 

everyone’s report. And we all saw each other’s.”

“And you weren’t told ahead of time?” I asked.

“No!”

“Well, I’m sorry you weren’t told, but it’s not unusual to share data when a pilot is being launched. Or in an 

MBA program. Or a leadership development program.”

“It makes me wonder if I would have changed my answers if I’d known people were going to see each 

other’s scores.”

“Really? You think you would’ve answered differently?”

“Well, what if it ultimately affects someone’s bonus or a promotion opportunity? I don’t know what’s going to 

https://coachingforleaders.com/podcast/341/
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happen to this information.”

“Then ask, Jenna. I’m sure someone knows the plan. If the organization is going to roll this out, you’ll 

probably be asked to give feedback again. You should trust how the reports are going to be used. Good 

point.”

With an arched eyebrow she asked, “No one saw the 360 I did with you, did they?”

“No, they didn’t,” I answered. “But yours was tied to one-on-one coaching. This one is tied to a company-

wide program.”

“Did anyone ever ask to see my feedback?”

“No, but in coaching, it’s usually understood that the person receiving the 360 is the only one who’ll see the 

report.”

Before you read your 360

She asked, “If I get permission for Alex to complete your 360, would you debrief him?”

“Happy to,” I said. “And before I hand him his report, I’ll tell him the same two things I told you.”

She perked up. “I only remember one. I remember you were about to hand me my 360, and you said to 

me, ‘We’re only looking for themes. Themes become goals. Only look for themes.’ Oh! It was so hard not 

to get all distracted by some of those individual comments. Do you remember the one about playing in the 

sand box? I still think of that one word for word sometimes. But I stop myself and say, ‘No! Jenna! Look for 

themes! Themes become goals!’”

I laughed.

She asked, “What’s the second thing you say before you hand someone their 360?”

“About editing the movie?” I asked, trying to jog her memory.



360s: WEAPONS OR TOOLS?
Page Six

She shrugged. “I got nuthin’.” 

“It’s about not taking it all so personally. And taking the long view.” 

She motioned for me to keep going.

“It goes like this. You show up at work everyday, and you become a projection. You project the movie 

called Jenna. And everyone gets to see the movie called Jenna. No one even has to buy a ticket 

because the movie called Jenna is right there, big as life. And, of course, everyone has an opinion about 

the movie called Jenna, because that’s what happens when people see movies: they have opinions. So 

all these opinions go into your 360.”

“This is coming back,” she said. 

I went on. “But they’re just opinions – reviews of the movie that’s being projected. And you get to read 

those reviews of that projected movie, and then you get to step back and become the director of that 

projected movie called Jenna. And as the director you get to decide what’s working for the audience and 

what’s not. You get re-edit that movie. Some things get turned up. Some things get turned down. 

“Then, if you’re lucky,” I continued, “some day in the future you’ll get more reviews, and you’ll find out 

what people think about this new version of the movie. And the movie called Jenna just keeps getting 

better and better.”

“I do remember that,” she said. “That did help me take it a little less personally.”

“You’re not sorry you did the 360?” I asked.

“Hardly!” she said.

Jenna felt strongly – and I agreed – a 360 can accelerate your progress down the road of The Look & 
Sound of Leadership. 
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Core Concepts:

n  360s can be quantitative, qualitative,   
or a mix of both.

n  360s are best used for professional 
developmental, not performance 
management.

n  360’s are not designed to “send 
a message” to an employee. If a 
message needs to be sent, the 
feedback should be already given.  

n  360 recipients need to be debriefed. 
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