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Jake Weiss, a 21-year VP of Talent Management at Goldman Sachs, was instrumental in creating that 
firm's 360 degree feedback Partner Review process. Helen Kelly spoke with him in New York about 
his experience. This is the third of three parts.   

HK: NET/NET HOW HAVE THINGS CHANGED SINCE GOLDMAN INTRODUCED 360?  

JW: I was at the firm before and after the introduction of a 360 review process and I think 
it is a better firm since we introduced it. The process helped us become more thoughtful 
about managing human capital. Managers now have better intelligence on which to base tough 
decisions. They are not expected to rely solely on their first-hand knowledge of direct reports.  

The data provided are far from perfect; both the 
numerical ratings and written commentary should not 
be thought of as the truth revealed. But they do 
provide a view of their direct reports managers may 
not otherwise enjoy - and that is a true benefit.   

 

HK: CLEARLY THIS WAS A PROFITABLE INVESTMENT FOR GOLDMAN - AND A SUCCESS. 
YET SURELY THERE WERE ISSUES ALONG THE WAY. WHAT ISSUES AND OBSTACLES DID 
YOU MEET, AND HOW DID YOU ADDRESS THEM?  

JW: It's important to keep in mind that a 360-review process is not a cure-all for what ails an 
organisation. It can also generate more than a little heat as people question reviewer selection, the 
form, timing, link to compensation, scoring conventions, etc. It's my belief that the upside still 
outweighs the downside. These are still relatively low-level headaches compared to what existed 
before the process was implemented.  

Here are some of the challenges we faced and how we addressed them.  

Challenge  Goldman’s Response  

At some point, not surprisingly, the 
concern arose that people might be 
gaming the process by selecting 
friends rather than those best 
positioned to review them.  

 
  

We didn’t know whether anyone was in fact 
gaming; but it was a widely enough shared 
concern that we felt compelled to address it.  

First, we asked Managing Directors to submit two lists 
of names -- those they would like to review as well as 
be reviewed by -- and created an algorithm that 
allowed us to match proposed reviewers and reviewed 
based on their reported frequency of interaction.  

Second, we left the vetting process where it belonged 
-- in the hands of managers and their direct reports. 
The ultimate responsibility for the representativeness 
of the lists rests with each MD's manager -- a theme 
we constantly reinforce.  

Achieving High ROI on 360 Degree Feedback 
The Goldman Sachs Story  

A Working Manager™ Series by Jake Weiss 

 

Changes, challenges and action research 

http://www.theworkingmanager.com/editorial.asp?id=16#view


2 
 

 

 

Another widely held concern involved 
differences in how the rating scale was 
used.   

 

The perception clearly existed that 
some reviewers were too tough while 
others were far too lenient. For some 
reviewers, a 3 was considered a 
mediocre score while for others a very 
good one.  

This is a valid concern and one that Goldman 
invested considerably time and energy 
addressing.  

Differences in reviewer toughness and leniency are 
real and plaque most review processes. They are 
compounded further by cultural and regional 
differences.  

In general, the research suggests that Europeans are 
tougher raters, i.e., they are far more likely assign 
lower numerical ratings, than Americans, and Asians 
are even tougher raters than Europeans. These are 
broad generalizations and don't apply to every 
individual, but this overall pattern was observed in the 
Goldman data.  

To address this issue, we worked closely with a 
professor at Carnegie Mellon University, David 
Krackhardt, who applied an algorithm which allowed 
us to adjust scores for rater toughness and leniency. 
The algorithm, originally created by a colleague of 
David's, has been applied to a number of settings 
including the airline industry, professional golf, and 
schools.  

    

It takes time to write a good review – 
that is, to provide people with balanced, 
insightful, and actionable feedback.   

 

Reviewer fatigue became a sore spot, 
especially for more senior people who 
interacted with large number of 
Managing Directors and were asked to 
complete many forms.  

There is no easy fix for this problem. Over the 
years, we reduced the number of numerical items 
in the form but that wasn't the real issue.  

What takes time is completing the short essay 
questions - and for many of our reviewers their 
comments were far from short.  

At first, we used the reviewer-reviewed matching 
algorithm to cap the number of forms anyone would 
be asked to complete. We soon realised that the best 
way to handle this situation was to allow each 
manager to decide for him/herself the maximum 
number of forms to complete with some guidance 
from the reviews committee.  
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The numerical ratings -- let's say, you're 
a 4.3 on Commercial, 4.1 on 
Leadership, Culture and Values --can 
take on a life of their own.  

This is especially true in an industry 
where so much emphasis is placed on 
ratings and rankings.   

 

To address this issue, we reminded people 
regularly that the numbers are subjective and 
impressionistic, just as the written commentary is.  

We use both because it allows you to see where the 
data converge or diverge. When they converge, you 
can be more confident of your conclusions. When they 
diverge, you have more homework to do. Until you 
can explain these discrepancies, you're probably not 
ready to conduct a review discussion.  

Also, in all of our training material, we stressed the 
message that people should review with - and not by - 
the numbers.  

Numbers are a part of the puzzle, and a potentially 
important part at that, but they are not the whole story. 
This was a theme that we continued to emphasize.  

    

People were concerned that their 
manager's own voices were getting lost 
in the 360 feedback.  

Since a manager provides only one of 
many inputs, it was not clear to the 
person reviewed how this critical 
individual viewed them.  

This is a reasonable concern.  

To address it, and to allow the manager's voice to be 
heard clearly, we asked managers to write an 
assessment after all the other feedback had been 
collected.  

The manager's assessment, as prepared, is handed 
to the Managing Director during the review discussion. 
This assessment helps to create a metaphorical 
contract between the manager and her or his 
employee.  

    

The best review process in the world 
means little if your employees are 
critical of how managers share 
feedback.  

 

Conducting an effective review -- a skill, after all -- 
takes practice and you aren’t likely to master it 
when you practice just once a year.  

Accordingly, at the beginning of the process, 
Managing Directors were required to attend an in-
person training program that included a live role-play 
of a review discussion. It is best if videotaped.  

    

A bit more about perceptions and fears 

Although we tried to build as much rigour into the process as possible, we never lost sight of the fact 
that we were trying to measure something that remained hard to measure: performance. The review 
results did affect your career; this was never intended to be a feel good exercise. Hence, the great 
strength of the firm's review process was potentially its great weakness: it was used for both 
developmental and evaluative purposes.  
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That's why we followed Michael Beer's advice and 
introduced two year-end discussions. The first is 
performance related; and there is a tight link between 
pay and performance. The second is to discuss 
developmental areas – the two or three things that you 
will need to do to grow as a professional.  

In theory, evaluation and development should be two 
distinct cycles, conducted at different times in the year. 
But at a firm like Goldman, this seems unrealistic.   

 

   

HK: YOU SPOKE A WHILE AGO ABOUT ACTION RESEARCH BASED ON 360 RESULTS. WHAT 
KINDS OF RESEARCH DID YOU DO?  

JW: We decided to mine the review data for the wealth of information it could reveal.  

 

For example, by aggregating the data, it was possible to create a 
profile of the typical MD. We were also able to look at how that profile 
held up across different business areas and regions. This was the 
first-level of analysis; it helped us answer the basic questions. More 
importantly, we then went on to "connect the plumbing" and looked at 
how the review results affected other HR processes including comp, 
promotion and selection.   

Senior management will place more weight on conclusions drawn from studies based on internal than 
external data. Some of the conclusions they will know, others will be counter-intuitive.  

In either case, these types of studies will help senior management make more informed decisions about 
running a firm. For this reason, they should be considered central to an organisation's mission.    

                 

HK: WHAT ABOUT THE TREATMENT OF 360-REVIEWS IN THE POPULAR BUSINESS PRESS?  

JW: Some business journalists like to include 360 reviews among a growing list of HR fads to be 
eliminated. 

If you work in an organisation in which the results are blindly followed, I would be inclined to agree with 
that sentiment:  the process may very well do more harm than good. However, if 360-feedback is part of 
a broader talent management process, and the results are treated in a balanced manner, I think it can 
add significantly to the success of the enterprise.   
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