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360-Degree Feedback:
The Power of Multiple Perspectives

Margaret S. Carlson

W

structured, and they are turning to new techniques de-
signed to assemble a fuller picture of their employees’
performance. One of these techniques is multirater

assessment, also known as 360-degree or multisource
feedback, designed to round out a view of an in-
dividual’s performance.

The concept of multirater assessment is fairly
straightforward. Employees assess themselves on a
number of dimensions and hear from other members

of the organization as well—superiors, peers, and sub-
ordinates (if the person being rated supervises others).
A “full” 360-degree assessment also involves an em-

ployee’s customers. Despite the growing popularity of
360-degree feedback,1  there are still many questions
about its use as a tool to improve individual perfor-

mances in organizations:

• What is the purpose of multirater assessment?

Should the information be used for strictly de-
velopmental feedback, or should it be linked to
performance evaluation?

• What are the benefits and risks associated with
self-ratings? Ratings by peers? Ratings by subor-
dinates? Ratings by customers?

• How important is it to see ourselves as others see
us? Are people who see themselves as others see
them likely to become more effective perform-

ers than those whose self-assessments differ
from others’ perceptions of them?

• When is it important to change one’s behavior

in response to others’ perceptions?

O wad some power the giftie gie us
To see oursels as others see us!

Robert Burns, Scottish poet

How’m I doin’?
Ed Koch, former mayor of New York City

The ways that people work together are changing.

While the traditional image of an organization
may be of a manager and his or her employees working
in the same location and conferring frequently

throughout the day, the reality may be quite different:
a public works crew spending the day repairing pot-
holes, with the supervisor in contact by phone or occa-

sionally in person; two police officers patrolling the
streets in a squad car; a safety and occupational health
team developing a new training program; or a building

inspector checking for code violations in a new sub-
division. An employee may well spend most of the day
with co-workers, team members, or customers—people

who have a great deal of information about that
employee’s performance. Yet the employee’s direct
supervisor often remains the sole source of informa-

tion when it comes to giving formal job-related feed-
back or assessing the employee’s performance at the
end of the year. Increasingly, organizations are recog-

nizing the gap between those responsible for evaluat-
ing an employee and the way the work is actually
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• What are the key factors an organization should

consider before implementing a multirater as-
sessment system?

This article summarizes the current research on
multirater assessment to help answer these questions.
The report on pages 42 through 45, “Using 360-

Degree Feedback in Performance Appraisal,” de-
scribes the process as used by one North Carolina lo-
cal government, Mecklenburg County’s Engineering

and Building Standards Department.

Key Assumptions

The perceived value of multirater assessment is

based on several fundamental assumptions.2  First, this
approach assumes that observations from several
sources will yield a fuller and more accurate picture of

performance strengths and weaknesses than observa-
tions from only one source and therefore will be more
useful to the person being assessed. A common criti-

cism of supervisor-only assessments is that they are
overly subjective and may be based on one or two sa-
lient incidents rather than being a comprehensive

evaluation of the employee’s strengths and weak-
nesses. But if the same message is communicated from
people with different vantage points within the organi-

zation, the employee is more likely to accept it as a
valid comment on his or her actual behavior. For ex-
ample, someone whose supervisor points out that she

has not followed up on customer complaints may dis-
miss that view as being biased or based on little infor-
mation, but if five co-workers agree, she may take the

criticism to heart.
A second assumption underlying multirater assess-

ment is that (1) comparing self-perceptions with the

perceptions of others increases self-awareness (defined
as the degree to which one understands one’s own
strengths and weaknesses) and (2) greater self-awareness

is a good thing. High self-awareness has a number of
benefits for both the individual and the organization
for which he or she works; for example, it improves the

probability that the person will seek a job that matches
his or her skills and personality.3  Virtually all multirater
assessment approaches include self-perception as one

of the relevant perspectives in the assessment. The
person being assessed (the “ratee”) is then able to com-
pare his or her self-perceptions with the perceptions of

others. A number of researchers have argued that this
process of self/other comparison is an important first

step in changing behavior: first, the person compares

his or her self-perception with others’ views; next, the
person develops an increased awareness of how his or
her actions may affect others in the organization; and

ultimately the person may change his or her behavior,
with more effective performance as the result.4

A third key assumption underlying this technique

is that effective individuals will hold a self-view that
is reasonably similar to the views of others. That is,
under this third assumption, people who see them-

selves the way others see them will be more effective
than those who do not. This view emphasizes holding
a realistic assessment of one’s own skills and abilities,

with “realistic” defined as being in agreement with the
views of others. This raises a philosophical issue:
Should congruence between self-perceptions and oth-

ers’ perceptions be a goal? Because much of the value
of a multirater approach to assessment rests on the
belief that a person should actively seek others’ per-

spectives and incorporate others’ views into his or her
self-assessment, it is worth exploring both the research
that supports this assumption and the research that

challenges it.

Assessment by Others:
How Important Is It?

Although job descriptions, operating manuals, and
formal performance-appraisal systems help guide an
employee’s behavior in an organization, in most cases

they provide only general boundaries. People often
must develop their own standards and assess their
progress toward the standards set by the formal

guides. According to control theory,5  this process—
called self-regulation—involves three tasks: (1) setting
standards, (2) detecting discrepancies, and (3) reduc-

ing discrepancies. For example, an assistant city man-
ager may set a goal of responding promptly to de-
partment heads’ questions and requests—within, say,

a couple of working days (setting standards). If she
monitors her performance for six months, she may
discover that, on average, she takes three days to re-

spond to those requests (detecting discrepancies). She
may then evaluate her list of daily tasks and try to re-
allocate her time in order to respond more quickly

(reducing discrepancies).
But recognizing discrepancies between current ac-

tions and standards may not be a straightforward pro-

cess. An employee needs to verify that the standard he
or she has chosen will, in fact, give the employee an
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opportunity to succeed in the organization. This per-

son also needs to detect and reduce discrepancies in
a way that is consistent with others’ expectations of
his or her behavior. Both of these tasks require the

employee to heed the evaluations and assessments of
others. In the example above, the assistant city man-
ager must determine that responding to department

heads’ requests promptly is, in fact, an important part
of her job. She also needs to be aware of how the de-
partment heads define “responding to requests”—that

is, are they most concerned that their calls be returned
promptly, or are they expecting the assistant manager
to provide a resolution to their problems within this

time frame as well? In most cases, self-regulation, if
based solely on a person’s own observations of his or
her behavior, will not by itself ensure effectiveness;

people also must incorporate others’ subjective assess-
ments into their self-regulation efforts.6

The value underlying the self-regulation orientation

is consistent with the view expressed in most multirater
assessment studies—namely, that a gap between self-
perception and perceptions of others indicates a lack of

self-awareness. Indeed, most such studies have mea-
sured self-awareness by the degree to which self/other
ratings agree; they identify people whose self-assess-

ment agreed with others’ assessment of them as being
more self-aware than those whose self-assessments
were less congruent with others’ ratings.7  In sum, this

perspective emphasizes that a person needs to seek
feedback—to learn others’ perceptions of his or her
performance and adjust both self-perception and be-

havior as needed in order to become more effective.
Another perspective, based on research in the field

of social cognition, questions the belief that healthy,

effective people integrate others’ perceptions of their
strengths and weaknesses into their self-assessments.
This view asserts that a certain amount of “healthy

narcissism” is desirable because people need to main-
tain a level of self-confidence not easily shaken by oth-
ers’ views.8  In contrast to the traditional model of men-

tal health that portrays healthy people as possessing a
balanced view of their talents and their limitations, a
growing body of research suggests that most people do

just the opposite: they create “positive illusions” of
themselves, constructing their social worlds in a way
that allows them to receive positive self-assessments

and avoid negative ones.9  Moreover, this optimistic
outlook has behavioral implications: positive illusions
have been associated with higher motivation, greater

persistence, and more effective performance.10  It
seems that positive illusions regarding one’s abilities

and likelihood of success may set up a cycle similar to

a self-fulfilling prophecy, in which a strong belief in
one’s ability to reach a goal leads to increased motiva-
tion and persistence, which in turn leads to a greater

probability of success. Although occasional failure is
inevitable, an overly positive self-view may be an effec-
tive strategy in many situations and may actually lead

to greater success.
To judge the value of multisource feedback, it is

important to know whether people who see them-

selves accurately (that is, similarly to how others see
them) are more effective than those who do not. In
view of abundant associated research, we might ex-

pect that a link between self/other agreement and
organizational performance would be well established.
Surprisingly, there have been few studies of such a

connection; until recently, most research has focused
instead on the lack of agreement between self-ratings
and ratings by others and the possible reasons for this

apparent lack of self-awareness. However, several re-
cent studies show that people whose self-perceptions
closely match the perceptions of subordinates, peers,

and superiors are more likely to be seen as effective
than either overestimators (whose self-ratings are high-
er than others’ ratings) or underestimators (whose self-

ratings are lower than others’ ratings).11  Although
there is considerable evidence to support the social
cognition research on positive illusions in the areas of

mental and physical health—coping with tragedy,
overcoming personal adversity, and so on—positive
illusions apparently are not an effective strategy at

work, where confidence in one’s own skills may be
necessary but does not guarantee organizational suc-
cess. Understanding others’ perceptions of one’s

strengths and weaknesses and using this information
to develop a more accurate view of self may be an
important work-related skill.12  The following quota-

tion summarizes this organizational versus personal
dichotomy:

It may be that accuracy is more important in a con-
tractually based organizational setting where there are
some real benefits to be gained in terms of career and
performance management from an accurate view of
one’s self. While individuals may be able to structure
the rest of their lives so they receive only self-enhanc-
ing feedback and lose little by doing so, in organiza-
tions much more may be at stake. In life, others may
disagree with their assessment, but those others do
not have power over them. In organizations, others
have the power to hire, fire, promote, and reward.13
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The Value of Multiple Perspectives

But acceptance of the importance of integrating
others’ perceptions into one’s self-assessment does not

automatically explain the value of gathering mul-
tiple perspectives. Some may question the need to ask
more than one or two key people for their views

of a person’s performance, believing that everyone
knows—and agrees—who the good managers (or good
employees) are. Yet a large body of research reveals a

pronounced lack of agreement among raters: superiors,
peers, and subordinates may have quite different views
of a person’s effectiveness. Different reasons have

been offered for this lack of agreement. One possibil-
ity is selective perception; that is, different information
on performance is available to different raters. For ex-

ample, a group of peers who have seen a manager make
a number of oral presentations in a year may give that
manager a different rating on “oral presentation skills”

than a group of subordinates who saw the manager
deliver only one presentation during that one-year pe-
riod. A second possible reason for lack of agreement

among raters is variability in the criteria used to judge
the ratee’s effectiveness. Different groups may empha-
size different aspects of effectiveness in making their

assessments; for example, subordinates may place a
premium on interpersonal skills, while superiors value
a task-focused “get the job done” attitude.14  Whatever

the reason for the lack of agreement among raters,
however, the practical implications are clear: the rat-
ings of one group cannot substitute for the ratings of

another group, and each group’s ratings yield valuable
information. Thus multiple ratings may be considered
a necessity, not a luxury, for an organization interested

in assessing individual effectiveness accurately and
comprehensively.

Purposes

An organization thinking about implementing a

multirater assessment process must agree on its pur-
pose: Why is the information being collected, and how
will it be used? There are two major purposes of 360-

degree feedback. The first is developmental—to help
employees, particularly managers, become more
aware of their strengths and weaknesses and work to

improve in the areas that have been identified as
needing change. The second is evaluative—to provide
information that can be used in making personnel

decisions (for example, pay increases or promotions).
The choice of one purpose or the other may affect

employees’ attitudes about the process and also may

affect their responses. In general, employees prefer
that the assessments be used for developmental feed-
back to themselves, not to make decisions about merit

raises or other personnel matters.15  Employees on
both sides of the assessment process—that is, the
rater(s) and the ratee—express concerns about linking

the feedback to performance evaluation. The primary
concern expressed by raters who are providing feed-
back to peers or superiors is that their co-worker or

boss may get defensive in response to negative feed-
back and retaliate in some way (a particularly trou-
bling possibility for employees who are providing

feedback to their superiors). Similarly, ratees worry
that raters will see the assessment process as a “pay-
back” opportunity for a past grudge.

In general, 360-degree feedback that is used solely
for developmental purposes avoids these problems;
raters and ratees are much less likely to fear reprisal

when the information is intended for the ratee’s self-
improvement and has no material consequences.
However, the purely developmental use of the feed-

back may be ineffective; that is, people may not be
motivated to change their behavior because there
seems to be little incentive to do so. One study found

that managers did not necessarily intend to change
their behavior as a result of developmental feedback,
even when they saw the feedback as useful.16

Many consultants and researchers recommend that
organizations use a two-step strategy to resolve the
developmental versus evaluative dilemma. That is,

they should start with the 360-degree feedback process
for developmental purposes only so that people can
gain familiarity with and trust in the ratings, with the

understanding that, after the process has been in
place for several years, the information might be used
in making pay and promotion decisions.17  It seems

logical that valuable information gained from multi-
rater assessments should prove useful in evaluations
as well. The report on Mecklenburg County’s Engi-

neering and Building Standards Department (see page
42) describes how that unit incorporated multiple as-
sessments into its performance evaluation process.

Components of 360-Degree Feedback

While a comprehensive 360-degree feedback pro-
cess gathers information from the target individual
as well as from subordinates, peers, superiors, and per-

haps customers, an organization may choose to collect
—continued on page 44
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       Using 360-Degree Feedback in Performance Appraisal: A Local

If you ask any member of the leadership team in the
Mecklenburg County Engineering and Building

Standards Department (EBSD) to explain why they

incorporated a 360-degree feedback process into their
new performance appraisal system, the response is
likely to be “We didn’t set out to develop a 360-degree

feedback system—it just turned out to be a good
method to accomplish what we were looking for.”
Three years ago, the department set out to design a

performance appraisal system that supported its vision
and values. “The goal was to create a performance
appraisal system that is compatible with the organiza-

tion we are trying to create—an organization that fo-
cuses on values, outcomes, leadership behaviors, and
process improvement,” said department head Bobbie

Shields.
This account describes Mecklenburg County’s ex-

perience in incorporating 360-degree feedback into

the performance appraisal system of one of its oper-
ating units. Although the use of peer and upward
feedback in that unit departed sharply from the prac-

tice then current, it was not the only change at about
that time. To show how multisource feedback fits into
the EBSD performance appraisal system, this report

also (1) briefly reviews the organizational changes that
were initiated before the performance appraisal sys-
tem was redesigned and (2) describes features of the

system beyond the 360-degree feedback component.

philosophy. The human resources team first ad-
dressed the performance appraisal system, which was

seen as inconsistent with the new departmental direc-
tion. The team determined that the purpose of a per-
formance appraisal system should be to build an

exceptional workforce that delivers services that ex-
ceed customers’ expectations for efficiency, effective-
ness, and adaptability (see the statement of the EBSD

performance appraisal philosophy on page 43). There-
fore the new performance appraisal system would
include

• assessment of each person’s performance by su-
pervisors, peers, and subordinates;

• emphasis on work results and accomplishments
rather than tasks, with a review at the end of
each fiscal year;

• appraisal of interpersonal skills related to work-
ing relationships and leadership behavior;

• emphasis on communication between supervisor

and employee to establish clear expectations and
agreed-on levels of performance;

• use of coaching sessions throughout the year so

that the official “end of the year” review contains
no surprises.1

Points Emphasized in the
New Performance Appraisal System

Outcomes. Approximately 50 percent of the perfor-
mance appraisal score of leadership team members

and core process managers is based on whether mea-
surable outcomes—as established collaboratively by
the leadership team and the core process manager at

the beginning of the performance cycle—have been
met. For other employees, 50 percent of the appraisal
score is based on achieving “key accomplishments”

that are clearly linked to broader departmental out-
comes (as negotiated by the employee and his or her
supervisor). Because outcomes are typically measured

on a fiscal-year cycle, the annual review dates of all
employees were adjusted to coincide with the end of
the fiscal year rather than being distributed through-

out the year (a practice typical in many organizations).
Leadership/good working relationships. The other

50 percent of the appraisal score is based on ratings of

Background

Over the past five years, Mecklenburg County’s

EBSD has focused on improving quality. The depart-
ment created a new structure organized around core
processes and measurable outcomes, and it empha-

sized accountability and job ownership by employees.
A five-member leadership team is now responsible for
defining the department’s strategy, for making broad

decisions on allocating resources, and for managing
relationships with other departments. Most of the
day-to-day operational decisions are made at lower

levels of the department.
Two years after the department began its initiative,

the leadership team created a nine-member human

resources team within EBSD that was charged with
realigning departmental systems to support the new
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       Government Case Study

either “leadership behavior” (for leadership team mem-
bers and core process managers) or “working relation-
ships” (for all other employees). Unlike a traditional

performance appraisal system in which only the super-
visor provides employees with information about their
interpersonal strengths and weaknesses, this design

asks peers to give behavioral feedback to each other.
The rationale for this peer-feedback component is the
team environment of the EBSD. “An individual

employee’s behavior and actions usually affect other
employees’ ability to perform the work,” says Gail
Young, internal consultant and training specialist in

the department. “In a team environment, where the
behavior of other people has a direct effect on the
overall performance of the team, self-improvement

needs to be constant, and, as a result, feedback be-
comes critical.”

Coaching sessions. An employee and his or her

supervisor are required to have at least one mid-year
coaching session in which the supervisor gives the
employee the following information: (1) what the

supervisor’s perceptions of the employee’s perfor-
mance to date are; (2) how the supervisor would cur-
rently rate the employee’s performance; and (3) what

the employee would need to do in order to receive an
exceptional rating at the end of the fiscal year. Addi-
tional coaching sessions are encouraged, and either

the employee or the supervisor may request them.
Training. Supervisors are trained in handling coach-

ing sessions effectively, and employees are trained in

giving specific behavioral feedback as peer reviewers.
Attendance at the training sessions is voluntary.

Mecklenburg County, and thus the department,

links pay to performance. The yearly merit increase
for each front-line employee is based on the combined
scores from the accomplishments and behavioral sec-

tions. Leadership team members and core process
managers have an additional performance require-
ment that is factored into their potential for a merit

increase: leadership team members must explain how
they initiated a change that significantly improved the
department’s ability to carry out its work and fulfill its

mission, and core process managers must explain how
they improved a work process in the department—for
example, by streamlining the billing process. (Note:

The additional performance requirements are speci-
fied in greater detail by the department.)

Peer Feedback

Because 360-degree feedback is the focus of this

overall article, this supplemental report explains in
some detail how EBSD uses the process. Each em-
ployee of EBSD selects four peers to complete the

behavioral appraisal for him or her. The appraisers’
ratings are anonymous; that is, the ratings are sent to
a third party who compiles the responses and gives the

averaged scores to the ratee.  Individual ratings are not
identified.

The criterion for selecting peer appraisers is that the

rater must have a “working relationship” with the ratee;
appraisers may be employees from any part of the
county (or city) government. Employees may not ask

customers to act as formal appraisers unless they also
are city/county government employees. Customers
and clients in general were excluded as formal apprais-

ers because the EBSD human resources team thought
it would be questionable practice to have those that the
department regulates evaluate its employees.

Although the term “peer” is used, supervisors are

The Performance Appraisal Philosophy

Performance appraisal is a continuous, collaborative
process between leadership team members, core process
managers, and employees that

• uses 360-degree feedback to focus on core process
outcomes and leadership behavior of employees,
and also communicates expectations;

• reinforces the desire for flexibility, adaptability, and
high competency levels among employees;

• gives members of the leadership team, core process
managers, and employees an opportunity to assess
their accomplishments, to discuss needs, and to
clarify what is the necessary knowledge for each
position;

• uses coaching sessions throughout the year with a
year-end in-depth review.
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encouraged to ask at least one person they supervise
to act as a rater for them, thus adding an upward-
review element to the feedback collected.

The peer-review process was implemented in
phases, beginning at the top of the department: it was
first used by the leadership team, then the core pro-

cess managers, and then all employees. The human
resources team monitored the new system and at the
end of the first year asked the entire department

whether the system should be continued—and if so,
how it could be improved.

Reactions to peer feedback. Overall, the reaction

has been positive. Most employees see the new system
as an improvement, and a majority would like to see
the peer appraisals continued. “Up to this point, we’ve

been getting only one person’s perspective, without
any idea of whether we’re meeting other people’s
needs,” one employee commented. “The feedback is

very helpful, particularly if you serve other members
of the organization [internal customers] as part of your
job.”

Some employees reported that anonymity causes
problems for the recipient: “If someone had a negative
comment about your performance, you don’t know

whom to go to to work it out.” They said that it is dif-
ficult to follow up because one might be perceived as
defensive or trying to uncover people’s promised con-

fidentiality. Others suggested peer coaching sessions,
similar to the mid-year coaching sessions between su-
pervisors and employees. “Continuous feedback from

supervisors really helps to prevent end-of-the-year sur-
prises, but the peer feedback is more of a one-shot
deal,” one employee explained. “If 50 percent of our

performance appraisal score is going to be based on
peer feedback, we need to be able to spot and correct
problems earlier in the process.”

A Local Government Case Study, continued

information from only some of these groups, depend-
ing on the purpose of the assessment and the
organization’s needs. For example, a city government

that has recently created self-managing teams in sev-
eral departments may be interested in beginning a peer
review process as part of performance evaluation, while

Consistency with the County’s Personnel System

EBSD had a great deal of freedom to design its own
performance appraisal system, but it also is part of a

larger system. It is one department within the Meck-
lenburg County organization, which has its own
countywide performance appraisal system. Because of

this relationship, the department worked closely with
the county’s human resources staff to ensure that its
proposed system was consistent with the county’s

overall goals.
In 1993 the county established a “performance ex-

cellence” policy that requires certain components in

any county department’s performance appraisal pro-
cess. These include (1) planning for improvement in
performance (that is, the appraisal could not simply

look back on past performance); (2) ongoing coaching;
(3) a year-end evaluation; (4) use of the county’s four-
step rating scale (based on the categories “exceptional

performance,” “exceeds expectations,” “meets expec-
tations,” and “does not meet expectations”); and (5) use
of the county’s pay-for-performance system for award-

ing salary increases. Beyond these guidelines, indi-
vidual departments could tailor the performance
appraisal process to meet their needs.

The county’s Human Resources Department (HR)
worked closely with EBSD throughout the process.
Susan Hutchins, the HR director, described HR as

playing the dual roles of technical consultant and
monitor. As a technical consultant, it helped the de-
partment realign each employee’s annual review dates

to coincide with the end of the fiscal year rather than
with the anniversary of the date he or she was hired;
it also developed guidelines for determining how long

an employee must be in a position before being ap-
praised. In its monitoring role, HR examines the

—continued from page 41 a county government that wants to help department
heads improve their management skills might establish
an upward review process (that is, employees give feed-

back to managers) for developmental purposes only.
Because soliciting input from different groups can
have different benefits and risks for the people being

assessed, this section will address each possibility sepa-
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department’s appraisals to confirm the timeliness and
quality of reviews. EBSD’s Bobbie Shields expressed
appreciation for HR’s support of their redesign: “We

couldn’t have created this system ten years ago. They
allowed us to ‘bend the rules’ when necessary to
achieve our objectives.”

Summary

The EBSD leadership team and human resources
team and the Mecklenburg County Human Resources
Department all emphasize that a 360-degree feedback

process is not necessarily suitable for all organizations.
Typically, many other changes need to take place to
help lay the foundation for peer and upward review.

“The desire for this type of system came up through
the ranks, based on all the other changes in our orga-
nization,” said one employee. “It didn’t seem to make

sense to give the supervisor total control over the an-
nual performance appraisal after we had been work-
ing closely with other team members all year.” The

department started with a focus on values, outcomes,
leadership behaviors, and improvement of the process
and designed a performance appraisal system com-

patible with the organizational culture it wished to
create.

rately. (Note: This section does not include a discussion

of employee assessment by superiors, since most orga-
nizations already have a well-established mechanism by
which supervisors and managers give feedback to em-

ployees. However, it should be understood that the
superior’s perspective is an important component of a
360-degree feedback process.)

Notes
1. Gail Young, “Engineering and Building Standards

Performance Appraisal System: Overview and Key Points”
(Charlotte, N.C.: Mecklenburg County, Engineering and
Building Standards Department, Internal Report, 1996).

Self-Assessment

For an organization that has used a traditional
hierarchical, supervisor-to-employee performance
evaluation system, the first component of multirater

assessment added is usually a self-assessment. That is,
employees are asked to share their own views of how
they are doing. Incorporating the employee’s own

perspective on his or her performance is now such a
common practice that many people may not even
consider the practice to be multirater assessment, but

it does depart significantly from the unilateral super-
visory assessment model. Self-assessment is an impor-
tant first step because it appears to set the stage for

greater acceptance of feedback from other raters.18

Self-ratings also give employees an opportunity to
become more familiar with what is expected of them

in the organization; for example, a manager who com-
pletes an instrument that asks whether she “lets
employees know that they are doing a good job” re-

ceives a strong message that this behavior is expected
of her.19

Supervisors sometimes question the value of a self-

assessment, maintaining that employees will inflate
their self-ratings and provide a biased, overly positive
view of their own performance. If that is the fear, it

is important to clarify for everyone the purpose of the
assessment. Employees appear not to systematically
overestimate their own ratings when those ratings are

being used for developmental purposes—that is, to
help the employee understand his or her strengths
and identify areas that need improvement. But if rat-

ings are being used to make decisions about pay or
promotion, employees have more of an incentive to
give themselves high ratings. Organizations should

examine their own systems to see whether they are
sending a mixed message to employees: “We want you
to rate yourselves accurately and honestly, but you

may be penalized [by not receiving a pay increase] if
you identify your weaknesses.”

Assessment by Peers

“Peers” are people who work at the same organiza-

tional level. “Co-workers” are usually defined as people
who work together. “Team members” have more inter-
dependence in their work than peers or co-workers

usually have. For the purposes of describing peer as-
sessment, however, these distinctions are blurred, and
the term “peer” is used for all three groups.20

Peers often are able to provide high-quality feed-
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back about an employee’s work because they often

can see the quality and consistency of that person’s
day-to-day performance in a way that supervisors can-
not.21  Peer assessments also can be effective motiva-

tors. Peer opinions sometimes appear to carry more
weight than a single supervisor’s evaluation, either
because of the perceived credibility of peers or be-

cause several voices send a stronger message than one
(especially if the peer raters agree).22

As indicated earlier, the assessment’s purpose usu-

ally determines employees’ attitudes toward peer ap-
praisal. Peer assessments conducted for developmental
purposes appear to be accepted much more readily

than those linked to pay or promotions. Employees are
more likely to see peer appraisals as helpful and moti-
vating and less likely to see them as generating defen-

sive or vengeful behavior if they are used strictly for
developmental purposes.

Assessment by Subordinates (Upward Review)

A third component of multirater assessment is up-

ward review, in which a subordinate assesses the per-
formance of his or her superior (immediate supervisor
or higher). The purpose is to let a manager know how

he or she is doing from the perspective of the people
being managed. Typically, supervisors are assessed
only by their supervisors, which means that third par-

ties are making judgments about how effective the
supervisors are in their jobs. The logic behind upward
review is that the people being supervised have a valu-

able perspective on their supervisor’s skills, and their
views should be incorporated into any assessment of
the supervisor. They may be thought of as the pri-

mary “customers” of the manager’s work; that is, the
subordinates receive—and are in a good position to
evaluate—their supervisor’s services.23

Evidence suggests that ratings by subordinates are
good predictors of future supervisory performance.
Organizations sometimes use assessment centers (a

method for evaluating job candidates that relies on
observable behavior rather than on interview data)
to fill important management positions. One study

found that ratings by subordinates compared favor-
ably with ratings from assessment centers in predict-
ing performance of managers of law enforcement

agencies.24  This is particularly striking, given the time
and expense dedicated to assessment centers in many
public organizations.

Overall, upward reviews share many of the same
advantages and disadvantages as peer assessments:

those who provide the ratings may have a unique and

valuable perspective on the supervisor’s performance,
but they can be hesitant to give honest feedback if
they anticipate that the supervisor will react nega-

tively. If the feedback is used for developmental
purposes only and the raters know that, their appre-
hension is reduced.

Assessment by Customers

Customers’ comments are much less often used in
multirater assessments than upward review and ratings
by peers. Many organizations collect information from

customers in other ways, either anecdotally or by com-
ment cards or surveys. The underlying principle, how-
ever, is the same as for the sources already described:

if an employee works closely with someone over a pe-
riod of time, that person should have relevant informa-
tion about the employee’s performance. Therefore an

organization may want to consider adding a customer-
assessment component if the employee has a long-term
working relationship with a few customers, especially

if this person does not work closely with other mem-
bers of the organization. For example, regional trans-
portation planners could be assessed by the local

government groups they serve, or a data processing
manager could be rated by other departments that use
data processing services.

Confidentiality versus Accountability

Most descriptions of 360-degree feedback systems
emphasize that the feedback must be confidential in
order to ensure that the participants (raters and ratees)

will be open and honest in their assessments. The
term “confidentiality” is used in several ways. It may
refer to the arrangement under which raters provide

their evaluations anonymously (for example, subordi-
nates’ ratings are often averaged so that the supervi-
sor cannot identify the evaluation of any one person).

It also may refer to the practice of sharing the ratings
with the rated person only (that is, a manager does not
have access to his or her employees’ ratings without

their permission). The assumption that confidential-
ity is an essential part of multirater assessment is so
deeply rooted that it is difficult to find an instru-

ment—or research study—that does not use this prin-
ciple as part of the design.

Some critics point to the lack of evidence that feed-

back leads to behavior change and suggest that the
emphasis on confidentiality has led to a lack of ac-
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countability among raters and ratees. Accountability
(defined as being held responsible for one’s own ac-

tions or having to justify one’s actions to others) has
been described as the “Achilles’ heel” of multisource
feedback, since multisource rating procedures usually

neither hold raters accountable for the accuracy of the
information they provide nor hold ratees accountable
for using the feedback to change their behavior.25

One dilemma is that parties often want low account-
ability for themselves but high accountability from
others; for example, several studies show that raters

prefer to remain anonymous, while employees prefer
to know the identity of those who rate them.26  More-
over, it appears that employees rate their supervisors

more favorably when they (the employees) are identi-
fied than when they are anonymous. Those who be-
lieve in the importance of confidentiality use these

results to support their claim that raters will give un-
realistically high ratings if their identity is revealed.

Those who support accountability interpret these

results differently. They suggest that raters may con-
sider the basis for their assessments more carefully
when they know they will be identified and express

only perceptions they can back up with data—and
thereby give higher ratings. The proponents of this
view argue that raters who can hide behind a cloak of

anonymity are less careful with their judgments and
may feel that they have “done their part” (that is, “I
shared my views with my boss when I provided anony-

mous upward feedback, and now it’s up to her”) with-
out assuming any personal responsibility for direct
communication.

Organizations can increase the accountability of
raters by asking them to help explain the feedback and
offer specific suggestions to the ratee during feedback

sessions attended by the raters, the ratee, and possi-
bly a skilled facilitator.27  This practice can be followed
even if individual ratings remain anonymous. Ratees

can be held more accountable for using the feedback
results by asking them to create a development plan
that includes strategies for achieving the desired be-

havioral change.

Considering a Multirater System
for an Organization

This article has emphasized that a multirater assess-
ment system—and each choice associated with it—
carries both rewards and risks. A 360-degree feedback

system is not necessarily appropriate for every organi-

zation, and there is no perfect instrument or model to
draw on in deciding whether to adopt such a system.

Here are a number of critical factors to consider in
determining whether multirater assessment is right for
an organization:

Laying the foundation. The report on Mecklen-
burg County’s Engineering and Building Standards
Department makes the point that 360-degree feed-

back is probably not the place to start when thinking
about organizational change. Before an agency consid-
ers this assessment system, it should analyze other

organizational initiatives begun in the past few years.
Are employees working in teams in some areas, defin-
ing and carrying out their tasks in a fairly autonomous

fashion? Is there a focus on management develop-
ment, with training available to help employees work
on their leadership skills? Is there an emphasis on re-

sponsibility and accountability throughout all levels of
the organization, not just at the top? If the answer to
one or more of these questions is yes, the organization

may be ready to add multirater assessment. Certain
cues may indicate readiness; for example, if employ-
ees have noted that the traditional top-down, one-

way supervisor assessment of an employee’s skills and
abilities seems out of step with the rest of their
work environment, they may be interested in looking

at other ways of gathering information about their
performance.

Agreeing on the purpose. As described earlier,

much of the research on multirater assessment indi-
cates that employees are more comfortable giving
feedback and more satisfied with their own ratings

when the assessments are used for developmental
rather than evaluative purposes. This does not mean
that 360-degree feedback should never be linked to

performance evaluation. For example, Mecklenburg’s
Engineering and Building Standards Department
found that using 360-degree feedback in its perfor-

mance appraisal process complemented its team-based
structure very well. But this unease does mean that
the decision to use the system for that purpose should

be approached carefully.
Determining what to measure. The performance

dimensions included in a multirater feedback instru-

ment should be relevant to the job and consistent with
the organization’s vision of an effective leader, team
member, and so on. It is unlikely that one set of mea-

sures will meet the needs of everyone—or even all
managers—in an organization because job demands
differ by organizational level. One way to create a set

of relevant performance dimensions is to ask a group
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of knowledgeable employees to generate a list of ob-

servable behaviors that the ratee will exhibit if that
person has the qualities desired by the organization.28

There are many 360-degree feedback instruments now

available from consultants on organization develop-
ment; they may offer useful guidelines for the types
of behavior typically measured, even if the organiza-

tion decides to create its own instrument.
Providing the necessary support. An organization

should be prepared to support a multirater assessment

process with time and money (for example, it should
explain the purpose of the assessment and teach em-
ployees how to give and receive feedback). Additional

administrative help may be required to distribute
forms and collate the data, or the organization may
wish to invest in a computer program that minimizes

administrative costs by allowing raters to complete
and submit the instrument online. Perhaps most im-
portant, the organization should be prepared to re-

spond to the heightened expectations that often
accompany this type of organizational change initia-
tive: employees will expect to see behavior change,

especially at the top of the organization.
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NCINFO, a World Wide Web site sponsored
by the Institute of Government in con-
junction with the North Carolina League
of Municipalities and the North Carolina
Association of County Commissioners,
serves as an electronic information re-
source to individuals interested in local
government in North Carolina. For ex-
ample, where would you look for the most
recent changes to legislation affecting
purchasing and contracting? How would
you determine whether other city or
county managers in North Carolina have
developed junked-vehicle ordinances or
have model leash laws? What would be
the most efficient, effective way to
gather this type of information, and to
explore, develop, and share strategies?

NCINFO at
http://ncinfo.iog.unc.edu

Local Government on the Internet
What’s New?

North Carolina Legislation 1997 summa-
rizes acts of the North Carolina General As-
sembly during its 1997 session that are of
interest to the state and local officials
served by the Institute. The Institute has
summarized legislative action annually in
print since 1955. A prepublication, elec-
tronic version of this popular book is now
available on NCINFO for the first time. Curi-
ous about legislation enacted concerning
children and families or local government
purchasing and contracting during the 1997
session of the N.C. General Assembly? Then
you should visit http://ncinfo.iog.unc.edu/
nclegis.htm.

The North Carolina Local Government
Budget Association (NCLGBA) is a pro-
fessional organization dedicated to the
exchange of knowledge concerning budget
and evaluation responsibilities of local

government. The NCLGBA Web site high-
lights and encourages the interaction of
local government budget officials
throughout North Carolina by providing
information on membership, future
meetings, and an e-list for group dis-
cussions of relevant, timely topics. Visit
the NCLGBA Web site at http://
ncinfo.iog.unc.edu/nclegis.htm.


