High-Tech 360

By David W. Bracken, Lynn Summers, and John Fleenor

Here’s a technology solution for conducting 360-degree feedback—
and a way to determine whether your organization is ready.

here’ s a strong move beyond the tradi-

tional use of 360 feedback only for de-
velopment to link it instead to an
organization’ s performance management
system. Because such programs are com-
plex, labor intense, and expensive, it's
difficult toimagine expanding oneto cov-
er an entire workforce. But information
technology is making that more practical.
Can it make 360 easier? s your organiza-
tion ready for high-tech 360?

Initssimplest form, an Internet-based
360 process consists of a survey loaded
at a Website. Most service providers
(vendors that offer the online feedback)
build into the engine that runs a Website
many of the administrative stepsin-
volved in conducting 360—from start to
finish. Within an organization, an ad-
ministrator (usually an HR professional)
is responsible for setting up and main-
taining the Internet-based process. The
administrator interacts with the service
provider over the phone or online at the
administrator’ s page on the Website and
sets the parameters for the company’s
application of the 360 process by “flip-
ping” aseriesof switchesat the Website.

Let us assume that a 360 process has
been set up by your organization to be
conducted over the Internet. Here' s how
your own personal 360 evaluation might
work.

Y ou receive an email from the service
provider giving you instructions and time-
frames for the assessment. Next, using
your PC’s standard browser, you access
the service provider’s Website on the In-
ternet and key in your personal 1D and
password. Then, you create alist of raters
who will be asked to provide feedback

about you. Asyou build your rater list,
you can select names from a drop-down
menu of company employeesor enter oth-
er namesand email addresses. Someraters
might already have been preloaded onto
your list—such as your boss, your staff,
and yoursdlf. Usually, your boss or an HR
representative reviewsthe selections.
Next, raters are sent an email message
requesting them to go to the Website and
complete an assessment. At the end of
the time window, feedback on you and
other participantsis collected, collated,
and assembled into feedback reports.
The administrator sets all of the par-
ameters up-front, including timeframe,
deadlines, content, email wording, iden-
tification of rater groups, and provisions
for anonymity, such as how and to
whom feedback reportswill be routed.
An Internet-based system runs on the
service provider's computer system. Em-
ployees of the client organization access
the Website through their browsers the
same way they would access the New
York Times or ESPN Websites. In con-
trast, an intranet processis delivered on a
company’s LAN (local area network) and
isowned, operated, and maintained by the
company rather than a service provider.
Here are several ways an Internet-
based solution can improve the 360-
degree feedback process.
Logistics. In an Internet-based process,
email replaces paper communication. The
forms are not distributed but are filled out
at the Website and collected eectronically
as raters complete them. The administra-
tor doesn’'t haveto initiate each communi-
cation or touch each form because
distribution and collection are automatic.
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Raters don'’t receive separate communica
tions from all of the feedback recipients.
Theinformation iscollated, and one email
is sent to each rater regardless of the num-
ber of assessmentsthat arater hasbeenre-
quested to do. So, with most systems, you
aren't trading a paper logjam for an elec-
tronic one. Thus, things are easier |0g-
istically for participants, raters, and
administrators.

If an assessment is being used for ad-
ministrative rather than development
purposes, a participant can ask her su-
pervisor to check her rater list online to
make sure there’ safair representation of
raters. In fact, that request can be made
via email from the service provider as
part of the administrative automation.

To reduce the chances of someone
being rated by bogus raters, security pro-
visions can block raters without valid
IDs and passwords from gaining access
to the Website. If arater list is preloaded
from the employee database, a partici-
pant’s supervisor and staff are already
known by the system. Raters can receive
training through an interactive online
module before they do any rating. That
feature alone can save a bundle in terms
of time and resources and can produce
more accurate ratings.

During the time window for complet-
ing assessments, it’s recommended to
send reminder emails to raters who
haven’t done their ratings. Some still
might not respond. In such cases, their
supervisors should be notified by email.
That can also be handled automatically
by the service provider’s system.

Rater overload. An interesting techno-
logical solution to rater overload isto set



a cap on the number of assessments any
one rater can be asked to complete—for
example, alimit of 15 assessments. As
participants build their rater lists, the
system keeps track of how many partici-
pants each rater is being asked to assess.
If a participant enters a 16th name on a
list, he will get a notice onscreen saying
that rater is“booked up.”

Therewill awaysbe an overload prob-

lem, however, for supervisorswho haveto
evaluate alarge number of steff, all by the
same due date. Even a high-tech system
can’'t reduce the number of staff. But what
it can do is shield a supervisor from hav-
ing to rate an excessive number of non-
staff people in addition to direct reports.
Another thing it can do is make the
process of completing an assessment less
onerous than filling out and mailing a pa-
per form. That’ sdue partly to Web design,
and we'll see improvementsin that as
providers gain experience conducting on-
line assessments. Regardless of the tech-
nology, the questionnaire has to be
concise—that is, no more than 60 items.
Rater reliability. Some technical steps
can improve the quality of rater-provided
data. Because raters interact directly with
the system as they make their ratings, the
system can respond directly when their re-
sponses fal outside predefined limits. For
example, asystem canlook for instancesin
which arater gives the same rating on all
assessment items—such as, al 5s. Such
“draight ticket” scoring is most likely due
to the rater rushing through the assessment
without carefully reading theitems. In
such cases, the system can issue afriendly
warning and suggest that the rater go back
and find some items that might rate other
than a5. Some systems can prevent invalid
input from being submitted.
Insulating layer of comfort. One rea-
son companies often use an outside
provider to conduct 360 feedback is that
raters are more likely to be candid when
they know that the data is being collect-
ed by an independent firm. Intranet ad-
ministration of 360 programs in which
datais collected on a company’s LAN
doesn’t provide raters with an insulating
layer of comfort.

One way to increase rater accountabili-
ty with technology-based systemsisto
give raters feedback reports on how close-
ly they agree with others’ ratings of the
same participants. That givesraters a
frame of reference: Aretheir ratings more
severe or more lenient? Y ou can do that

with an Internet-based system because the
raters identities are known to the system,
and it’ simportant to ensure their confiden-
tidity. In a paper-based approach, typical-
ly theraters' identities are not captured.
Creating behavior change. Before par-
ticipants read their feedback, they can
complete an online training module that
prepares them to accept the feedback. In
feedback workshops we' ve conducted,
we have seen that asimilar exercise helps
reduce participants’ defensiveness. An
online program is especially effective
when used as a prerequisite to working
with afeedback coach.

In addition, participants can work with
avirtual feedback coach online to help
prepare their development plans. At the
conclusion of the assessment process, they
go to the Website and read their feedback
reports. The sitelinksto an interactive de-
velopment-planning system that guides
them through stepsto identify key devel-
opment needs and design an individual
development plan to address those needs.
Periodically, the site should be updated to
reflect participants progress.

Such online modules aren’t meant to

substitute for face-to-face discussion
with asupervisor or feedback consultant.
The intent of hooking up 360 feedback
to Internet technology isn’t to remove all
human interaction; it’s to cut down on
the resources your company has to ex-
pend on the administrative aspects of
360 so that those resources can be redi-
rected towards such value-adding activi-
ties as feedback and development
planning, whether with a coach or super-
visor. Online modules help optimize
face-to-face discussions.
Cost. Internet applications are designed
to handle volume, and much of the ad-
ministrative labor is automated. Conse-
guently, the price per participant is
usually considerably lessthan with tradi-
tional methods, and administrative work
isreduced substantially.

One distinction between Internet and
intranet solutionsisthat intranet applica
tions require the installation of software
programs. Y our organization pays for
the software and each upgrade—a sub-
stantial investment. With an Internet sys-
tem, there’ s nothing to install. Standard
Internet browsers get you to the Website.
Some service providers have a*“ pay as
you go” cost structure: Y ou pay on aper-
participant basis whenever the serviceis
used. The cost of startup islow; when

the service provider upgrades the sys-
tem, the new features are available to al
usersimmediately.

Look before you leap

Before you try to use an Internet-based
360 system, you should evaluate your
organization' sreadiness. Here are sever-
al factorsto consider.

Prior 360-feedback experience. If
employees are accustomed to atraditional
360-feedback process, the transition to
Internet-based 360 should be welcome—
for two reasons. One, users will find that
an Internet application alleviates such ad-
ministrative burdens as rater nomination,
survey administration, and reporting.
Two, the Internet is a secure, confidential
medium; that could be especially attrac-
tiveto raterswho might have felt exposed
in prior 360 approaches when the data
was collected and stored in-house.
Accessibility. Access to the Internet is
akey factor in technol ogy-based 360. So
when employees don’t have direct Inter-
net accessthrough their PCs, the benefits
of an Internet solution can dissipate. One
solution is to provide computer kiosks
that nonconnected employees can use.
Another option is to use multiple me-
dia—for example, the Internet for con-
nected employees and paper forms for
those who aren’t. That can, however, in-
crease the cost and logistical complexity.
And it may raise the question whether
different technologies produce different
ratings.

Familiarity. Though completing a ques-
tionnaire using the Internet may not sound
particularly challenging, it can be daunt-
ing for new Internet or intranet users.
Even experienced users can become frus-
trated if the processisn’t clear, easy to
navigate, and tolerant of mistakes and lost
connections. If your organization aready
uses the Internet for other applications,
such as benefits enrollment or job post-
ings, it'san ideal candidate because em-
ployees are likely to be comfortable
online—making the addition of 360 feed-
back aminor step.

A technology-supportive culture.
Companies that embrace technology in
general are quicker towelcomean Internet
360 process. In those that view technology
as away to achieve competitive advan-
tage, there' s an expectation that all work
processes should apply thelatest technolo-
gy: Enter 360. Companies at the other end
of the continuum are technol ogy-averse or
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Traditional 360 Feedback

If you work with a large organization,
most of the employees probably know
what 360 feedback is from their ex-
perience either as a participant or
arater. Such programs share these
characteristics:

0 Multiple peoplerateyou. You and
your supervisor, peers, direct reports,
and others (including customers) com-
plete surveys that assess your behavior
on the job. Usually, everyone's but the
supervisor’s and your own ratings are
collected anonymously.

0 You get feedback. You receive a
feedback report detailing the results of
the assessment. Y ou look for high
points, low points, and gaps between
your own and others’ perception of
your behavior. Y ou can do that with
the assistance of a professional feed-
back consultant.

0 You plan your development. Ei-
ther the feedback consultant or your
supervisor works with you to identify
ways you can change your behavior to
become more effective.

It's increasingly common for a
company to use employees’ feedback
results to make such decisions as pay
increase and promotions. Originally,
360 feedback was meant to be a devel-
opment tool only, but it's being more
widely used for appraisal because it
tends to be more accurate than tradi-
tional, top-down appraisal. Often, a
boss sees only one side of an employ-
ee’s performance, usualy the side the
employee wants the boss to see. A su-
pervisor might not be aware of many
other aspects of an employee’s perfor-
mance or might show favoritism to-
wards some employees because of
factors unrelated to job performance.
Also, many bosses have trouble giving
honest performance appraisals if
they’ re negative. So in many organiza-
tions, everyone gets good reviews re-
gardless of actual performance.

Another problem with traditional
360 feedback is that the participants
pick the raters. People can stack the
deck with cronies or even complete all
of the forms themselves. Also prob-
lematic is that raters sometimes check
the wrong box indicating their rela-
tionship to the feedback recipient.
That’s why participants someti mes

receive ratings from two “bosses.”

Some traditional 360-feedback pro-
grams provide training for the ratersto
help them avoid such common rating
errors as the halo effect, in which one
very positive characteristic unduly in-
fluences the ratings on all behaviors—
for example, rating someone as a good
decision maker because heis an effec-
tive speaker. Another purpose of train-
ing ratersis to calibrate them so that
they understand clearly what they’re
supposed to be rating and so that they
use a similar metric in making their
ratings. Because training alot of raters
can drain resources, many companies
skip that important step.

After raters complete their assess-
ments, they typically mail the formsto
a central service bureau for scoring.
Feedback recipients receive reports
mailed directly to them, a feedback
specialist, or their supervisors, de-
pending on company policy. Then,
their supervisors schedule a session to
review the results. Asyou can imagine
(and perhaps have experienced), that
can take weeks or even months. The
process can be especially drawn out
when the response rate is low and
raters have to be cajoled into complet-
ing the assessments.

One reason some raters are late re-
turning their forms is that they’ve
been overloaded with requests from
many participants. Supervisors can be
especially overloaded. When 360
feedback is used for appraisal purpos-
es, supervisors are generally required
to rate each member of their staffs.
Sometimes, a rater may make a heroic
attempt to complete alot of forms but
succumbsto “rater fatigue.” Unableto
concentrate on the task at hand, the
rater produces inaccurate and unreli-
able ratings, or may not return the
form at all.

Although psychologists debate the
meaning of reliability in 360-feedback
applications, for all practical purposes
it means accuracy. A participant
wants raters to rate her accurately so
that she can identify strengths and
areas for improvement, and initiate
appropriate development actions. If
the 360 feedback is used for appraisal
purposes, participants’ companies
want them to be rated accurately so
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that employee decisions will be based
on valid information and be seen as
fair.

Typically, traditional 360 doeslittle
to hold raters accountabl e for the accu-
racy of their ratings. That raises con-
cerns about whether raters take their
task seriously. Most approaches for
holding raters accountable entail re-
moving their anonymity—for exam-
ple, giving face-to-face feedback in a
group meeting. With their cover
blown, they’re likely to be less candid.
The dilemmais that not holding raters
accountable may make them take their
task less seriously; holding them ac-
countable may cause them to betoo le-
nient in their ratings.

The aim of most 360-feedback
programs is to get people to change
their behavior on the job. In effect, a
company is betting that participants
will use their feedback to figure
out how to become better-performing
employees.

Participants receive feedback train-
ing more often than raters do.
The training for participants empha-
sizes how to accept and act construc-
tively on feedback. Sometimes, the
feedback can come as a shock and
be difficult to deal with. That’s espe-
cially true if someone thinks of achar-
acteristic or behavior as a strength and
learns that others see it as a devel-
opment need.

We' vefound that most people don’t
prepare a development plan after re-
ceiving feedback. Those that do typi-
cally focus on completing activities.
For example, if the primary develop-
ment need is to manage one’s time
more effectively, the development
plan might be to attend a time-man-
agement seminar. Behaviorally orient-
ed plans and accountability for acting
on feedback are more likely to produce
behavior changes. That usually in-
volves sharing development planswith
one’ s boss.

All of that is time-consuming and
costly, especially thetraining in devel-
opment planning. Though those are
excellent investments, there is a more
efficient way to conduct 360—through
technology.



have senior management
teams that resist change.
An ideal situation iswhen
acompany has used other
technologies that have
been less efficacious than
the Internet so they are
aware of the benefits of
putting processes online.

Technical sophistica-
tion. Technica savvy can
be a double-edged sword.
Security issues arise as or-
ganizations and their em-
ployees become more
educated and aware of the
pros and cons of different
technologies. The design-
ers of 360-feedback sys-
tems must ensure full
security and confidentiali-
ty for users, and they
should communicate the
system'’ s features that pro-

A Readiness Worksheet

Factor

Prior 360 Experience

Commitment to
Ongoing Use

Accessibility

Familiarity

Culture Supports

Technology

Organizational Demand

Low

No prior 360 experience

No plans beyond
current administration

Little or no access
to Internet from inside
the company

Employees have
little reason to use
Internet

Significant resistance
to using technology

No demand for
the service

Medium

1-2 administrations
and/or only for part of
the company

Plans for at least
one more cycle

About 50% of
employees have some
access to Internet

Company allows
and encourages
use of Internet

Some new
technologies
recently introduced

Able to recruit
a group for pilot
program

High

2 or more
administrations
involving the entire
company

Integrated into
HR systems requiring
its ongoing use

More than 80% of
employees can
access Internet

Many systems
require employees
to access Internet

Technology advances
seen as competitive
advantage

High demand for
the service from
the entire

tect it from unauthorized
access. We know of one
organization that hired an
outside security firmto try
to gain unauthorized ac-
cess to its 360-feedback
system. The security firm
reported to employees that
the data was secure. But

- Geography
most companies don’t
need to take such dramatic
measures. HRIS Data

Adequate IT resources.

The amount of internal 1T

assistance will vary from

project to project. The good news about
using the Internet, compared with some
internally installed software, isthat the In-
ternet provider bears most of the burden
for implementation. I T support will proba-
bly be most crucia during the early phases
of aproject when the system is being ac-
cessed for thefirgt time. For example, em-
ployees with old versions of standard
browsers may need to upgrade them.

One critical need isan accurate list of
email addresses for all feedback recipi-
ents and for as many potential raters as
possible. It's not unusual for 10 percent
of acompany’s employee email address-
esto beincorrect. The IT group should
work with the service provider on fire-
wall issues and security interfaces.
Geography. One compelling benefit of
an Internet solution is transnational data
access that's cost-effective and instanta-

Technical Sophistication

Adequate IT Resources

Perception that
someone could hack
into data

No commitment
from IT

Single location

No HRIS database

neous. Companies with global sites will
see a substantial advantage to an Internet
application.

HRIS database. An advantage already
discussed is that participants can easily
and accurately select their raters, and the
system can identify raters who have been
sdlected too frequently. Depending on the
way the administrator implements a 360
program, it may be necessary to accessthe
HRIS database to identify participants;
their demographics (such as department,
location, and so forth); and, idedlly, there-
porting relationships (such as supervisor,
staff, or peer). Having areliable, up-to-
date HRIS database isinvaluable.

Not every company is ready to em-
brace an Internet 360-feedback applica-
tion. Don’t plunge into the high-tech
waters without first investigating your
company’ s readiness carefully. On the

Perception that
Internet is
reasonably secure

IT availability on
as-needed basis
Multiple US locations

HRIS database is
often unreliable

organization

Perception that
Internet is more
secure than other
media

Full-time, dedicated
IT resources

Multiple worldwide
locations

HRIS database is
comprehensive, well-
maintained

other hand, your competitors may already
be making the move. There's evidence
that companies that embrace such pro-
gressive HR practices as using 360 feed-
back for administrative purposes are more
successful in terms of productivity, prof-
itability, and market value than those that
don't. O
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