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Senior-level  employees need feedback, too. But top
management  doesn't always give it to them.
Here 'sa way to provide feedback to executives by

using three different assessment instruments.

To Rl
the Feedback

ave was
stunned After

eight years as a
corporatevice-
president, he was
suddenly out on
the street. Dave
had thought that
he was doing OK,
though he had
picked up on
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Executive 360-Degree Assessment

Here are some items included on a
360-degree feedback instrument.
Respondents are to indicate whether
the person exhibits them.

Vision and Strategy

| Creates an inspired mission and
a sense of core purpose, based on a
clear vision for the future.

I Makes the vision real to man-
agers and other employees. Com-
municates a view of the future so
compelling that others are drawn to
follow.

» Develops breakthrough strate-
gies and tactical plans to take ad-
vantage of future trends and market
changes.

Innovation and Change

| Leads the way in creating new
approaches. Stimulates new think-
ing in goals, technologies, business
conditions, organizational struc-
tures, and people.

I Goes beyond current thinking to
seek new perspectives and different
ways of doing things. Challenges
old techniques and strategies. Ex-
plores different options before
making a decision.

I  Manages successfully in an am-
biguous and changing environ-
ment. Initiates effective action in
unstructured situations.

Dave's story is common. Every
day, without warning, executives are
let go, phased out, and just plain
fired. No one is immune, even those
who occupy corner offices. But like
many others, Dave was angry. No
one had warned him that his perfor-
mance wasn't up to par.

In fact, many executives function
within a "feedback void." Typically,
their managers hint at performance
problems and hope they'll go away.
When the deficiencies don't disap-
pear, an executive may be fired on
the spot—mainly because his or her
manager's patience has run out. That
can be devastating for the fired exec-
utive. It can also be costly for the
company, in terms of executive-
search and relocation expenses for a
replacement, and in terms of lost op-
portunities while a new executive ad-

Collaboration

I Helps businesses work to-
gether to meet goals and
solve problems.

» Actively works with the execu-
tive team to create a positive, opti-
mistic, and cooperative work envi-
ronment.

» Uses appropriate interpersonal
and management styles to work
with others. Varies approach with
different people and situations.

Coaching

I Accurately identifies strengths
and development needs in others.
Coaches others in the development
of their skills and stimulates them to
make changes and improvements.

» Deals promptly and directly with
performance that is below expecta-
tions. Confronts issues before they
worsen.

Personal Leadership

I  Knows her or his own personal
strengths, weaknesses, and limits.
Seeks feedback to improve perfor-
mance and to make any necessary
changes.

| Takes responsibility for prob-
lems rather than making excuses or
blaming others.

» Can be counted on to hold
things together during tough times.

justs. There is also (he risk that the
suddenly fired executive will initiate
litigation.

The fact that many executives
function in a feedback void is under-
standable. Early in their careers, they
tend to receive glowing performance
appraisals. As they climb the corpo-
rate ladder, the flow of feedback
ebbs. By the time they reach the
Ivory Tower, the feedback well has
dried up. The people above them are
busy with big-picture planning and
don't take the time to discuss perfor-
mance issues. And the people below
them don't feel comfortable offering
criticism.

That's how the feedback void is
created.

The void becomes particularly crit-
ical for managers who have become
less effective as they've moved up the
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WITHOUT
EEEI)BACK,
A MANAGER

MIGHT NOT
REALIZE

THERE'S A

corporate ladder. The skills that made
some rising executives effective as
middle managers can actually be-
come drawbacks as they move up.
For example, a detail-oriented person
may flourish at lower- and middle-
management levels, because the fo-
cus in those jobs is on day-to-day ac-
tivities. But at the top-management
level, attention to detail may appear
over-controlling. The people who
work for a micro-manager may feel
distrusted and disempowered.

But without feedback, the manager
may not even realize that there's a
problem.

A three-pronged approach
Some executives actively seek feed-
back. But many don't. The ones who
risk negative feedback tend to be star
performers; those who avoid feed-
back because it may be negative tend
to be mediocre managers. There are
ways to embrace negative feedback
as an opportunity to become one's
best. And there are ways to give neg-
ative feedback without being harsh.
Learning how to give and receive
feedback successfully requires a
strong commitment to change. It also
requires strong coaching. One effec-
tive method uses a survey that com-
bines three feedback tools:
| a 36()-degree assessment cus-
tomized to measure specific problem
areas
| the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator
instrument
I 16 Personality Factors, a test de-
signed to be administered by a li-



censed psychologist. (For more infor-
mation, contact the Institute for Per-
sonality and Ability Testing. Box
1188, Champaign, 1L 61824-1 188:
800/225-1PAT.)

Most training and development
professionals are familiar with the
MBTI instrument. (For information,
contact Consulting Psychologists
Press, Box 10096, Palo Alio, CA
94303; 800/624-1765.) See the boxes
for examples of the items included in
the other two tools.

Start by sending the survey to 25 to
40 people who work with each exec-
utive who is to receive feedback—in-
cluding his or her manager, peers, di-
rect reports, and "high-potentials”
(people who are likely to advance in
the ranks). It's also a good idea to in-
terview six to 10 people who work
closely with each executive, in order
to examine more closely the specific
behaviors associated with the ratings.

After analyzing the surveys, meet
with each executive for a half-day. To-
gether. the surveys and meetings help
pinpoint areas that need attention.

For example, someone may score
high in intuitiveness
on the Myers-Briggs

Work with the executives until they
accept the accuracy and importance
of the feedback. Sometimes that oc-
curs in the initial feedback session;
other times, it takes several meetings.
The length of time it takes an execu-
tive to accept the validity of the feed-
back may depend on the degree to
which he or she has resisted similar
feedback in the past.

Alter the initial feedback session,
it's a good idea to continue meeting
with each executive for three to six
months. Your clients may come to re-
gard you as similar to a piano teacher:
They know that they had better prac-
tice before your next visit.

The first four follow-up sessions
concentrate on assessing the execu-
tives' leadership and management
skills and on identifying areas in
which they need development. The
next live sessions focus on coaching
and counseling to help ensure that the
executives make the recommended
changes. In each session, the empha-
sis is on shifting the executive's atti-
tudes and beliefs, paving the way for
observable changes in his or her man-

agement style.
In one of the ses-

Type Indicator instru- SoME sions, try meeting with
me_nt and low on risk- PEOPLE ACCEPT the executive and_hl_s
taking on the 16 Per- or her manager. Thisis
sonality Factors test. FEEDBACK a good time to discuss
The 360-degree as- ) the manager's con-
sessment may show OPENLY; OTHERS cerns. With your assis-
that other people BECOME tance. the executive

don't consider the ex-
ecutive to be espe-
cially creative. Inter-
preting the three
analyses combined,
you might conclude
that the executive has some good
ideas but is afraid to experiment. He or
she wants things to be perfect at the
outset and is reluctant to pursue ideas
that will have to be tested and refined.
Feedback usually contains both
confirmationsand surprises. It can con-
firm strengths that an executive already
knew about; it can also confirm an ex-
ecutive's belief that he or she needs de-
velopment in certain other areas. The
surprises generally involve strengths
that the executives are underutilizing
and development areas that they have
misunderstood or misinterpreted.
Some people accept the feedback
openly; others become defensive.

DEFKNSIVE

presents the feedback
results and a develop-
ment plan, in order to
gain the manager's
buy-in and support.
This approach fosters
open and honest communication to
help ensure that, in the future, small
problems don't become big ones.

The executives also meet with
each of their direct reports—and,
sometimes, with their peers—to sum-
marize the feedback and discuss ways
of using it. This helps demonstrate to
subordinates the executives' commit-
ment to change.

Through this process, a new open-
ness replaces the hinting-and-hoping
philosophy. The executives learn to
confront problems early on. They
learn to communicate with each other
better and to become more comfort-
able giving feedback to their direct re-
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16 Personality Factors Test
Here are some of the factors mea-
sured on the test, along with ex-
planations of what high and low
scores indicate.

I Social Orientation. A high
score indicates that the person is
cooperative and concerned. A
low score indicates that the per-
son interacts with others poorly.

« Dominance. A high score indi-
cates that the person has a need
for control. A low score indicates
that the person doesn't stand up
for his or her own needs.

I Cheerfulness. A high score in-
dicates that the person is opti-
mistic and enthusiastic. A low
score indicates that the person is
a careful thinker who fears mak-
ing mistakes.

I Boldness. A high score indi-
cates that the person takes risks
and has a high tolerance for rejec-
tion. A low score indicates that the
person is adverse to taking risks.

ports. Their new attitudes and ap-
proaches send a positive message
throughout the organization.

As executives enrich their own
performance, they also contribute to
their company's bottom line. Many of
the executives say their personal
growth has had a positive effect on
their companies' profits. As their
work relationships grew stronger and
they learned to complement each
other's strengths, they helped hone
their company's competitive edge.

Remember poor Dave? Perhaps he
could have survived and thrived—if
only he had received a healthy dose
of honest feedback. ¢
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