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360-degree feedback is a full-circle 

set of reviews by an employee’s 

manager, peers, subordinates - and 

sometimes customers.  

The assumption is that feedback from 

peers and subordinates is as valuable 

as - and sometimes more valuable 

than – a manager’s analysis and 

assessment of performance.  

 

With 360-degree feedback, the employee is central to the process and has the wherewithal to make 

realistic plans for improving performance within the organisation. Under ideal circumstances, 360-

degree feedback is used as an assessment for personal development rather than evaluation. 
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Goldman Sachs made the investment  

Starting in the early '90s, Goldman Sachs applied its legendary drive for excellence to the creation of a 

firm-wide 360-degree review process. It started as a relatively low-key exercise that engaged selected 

parts of the firm and blossomed out across the organisation. Jake Weiss, a former Goldman VP of 

Talent Management for 21 years, was instrumental in creating that firm's Partner review process. 

Helen Kelly spoke with Jake about the experience.  

 

HK: BEFORE WE TURN TO YOUR DIRECT EXPERIENCE WITH GOLDMAN SACHS, MAY I ASK 
YOU ABOUT THE GOALS OF 360?  

JW: While companies hold various goals for 360 Review, these are typically the top three.  

 360 can provide a unique contribution to thoughtful decisions about managing others –        

and yourself.    

Some people are more talented managing 

up than either down or laterally - or they 

don't care, as long as the team shows 

results. You want to know more than just 

how someone acts up the ladder; you want 

to know in detail how a person interacts with 

peers and direct reports. 360 can help you 

develop a more reliable picture of the 

individual’s basic nature, behaviour, impact – 

and, perhaps, potential.   
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 If you shift from tenure-based to a competency-based compensation system, 360 helps you 

gather the data on which to base decisions. 

At a financial services firm, for example, you will probably have access to lots of Profit & Loss-related 

data for those who work on the revenue side. But it will be much harder to get performance-related 

data on those in support - non-revenue producing - roles. How do you measure the contributions made 

by the heads of HR, IT, and Legal, for example? 360 can help.  

 Global expansion means matching people and seats in short order; 360 can help you 

identify the right people even for entirely new jobs.  

Global expansion means staffing up quickly in parts of the world 

new to your company while drawing whenever possible on your 

own employees. The review feedback will help you identify people 

who are likely to adapt, be non-judgmental, open to new ideas 

and change - the best people for the job.  

Goldman is an example. Twenty years ago, there were about 

6,000 employees of which 100 were Partners – most everyone 

located in the US. By last year, there were some 30,000 

employees and 1,300 Managing Directors (formerly called 

Partners) in sixty offices across the globe. The 360 review 

process was invaluable in helping Goldman identify and promote 

internal candidates, to achieve success in a global arena.   
 

 
HK: WHAT ARE THE KEY SUCCESS FACTORS FOR A 360 FEEDBACK PROJECT?  

JW: To achieve a high return on 360, it is essential that top executives do four things.  

 

believe it is worthwhile  

understand, agree and communicate its serious purpose 

and implications 

invest the time and energy required to produce a first-rate 

process 

recognize that there will be some resistance, and their 

support is essential  

There are four other factors. You will have a clear picture of their import once we have 
discussed how 360 works in practice.  

 
Design Quality 

the nature of 
the questions 
used to collect 

feedback 

 
Culture 

how secure 
people feel 
about being 

straightforward 
and direct 

 
Interpretation 

how 
managers 

interpret the 
results and 

present them 
to their people 

 

 
Dissemination 

how people 
use the 

information 
and for what 

purpose 
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HK: HOW DOES 360 BENEFIT INDIVIDUALS, CLIENTS AND OVER-ALL SUCCESS?  

JW: A 360-degree review process allows you to paint a picture of each employee's strengths 

and opportunities for improvement, and to combine the portraits into a company profile.  

With this rich picture of individual and aggregate performance, you will be able to build a stronger, 

more cohesive global team and thereby optimize the financial performance of your organisation. More 

specifically, the process is intended to produce four outcomes. 

 

 

 reinforce behaviour consistent with an 

organisation's culture  

 assess past performance and provide 

employees with constructive, developmental 

feedback for the future  

 use review feedback, in conjunction with other 

inputs, to make critical decisions involving 

promotion, compensation, high-potential 

identification, training, mobility, and selection 

to firm committees/task forces  

 facilitate formal, long-term career and 
succession planning    

 

In terms of outcomes for individuals and management, the goals of a 360 review process are:  

 

Provide each employee with a better 

understanding of his/her strengths and 

opportunities for improvement.  

Support senior management as it plays multiple 

games of three-dimensional chess with its players 

or employees. An effective 360 process will help 

senior management know who the players are on 

the board, how they move, and when to move 

them.  

Reinforce values, including themes like teamwork, 

ethics, integrity, and diversity.   

Over time, 360-degree feedback will inform a number of decisions critical to managing an 

organisation's human capital.  This is particularly important for a professional service firm where 

success depends so heavily on the quality of your people. Regardless of organisation type, 360 

reviews will become even more important as companies rely more heavily on virtual teams – people 

working thousands of miles apart with little or no direct contact -- to get their work done.  

   
 
1 Tornow, W., London, M. (1998) Maximizing the value of 360-degree feedback San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
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