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HUMAN RESOURCES

WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME YOU SURVEYED 
YOUR EMPLOYEES?
By Julie Ryan and Joseph Picciano, PhD 

Most people think of an employee 
survey as a method to measure 
employee satisfaction, but there 

are many other benefits and applica-
tions. Employee surveys are a powerful 
tool to gather insight about your com-
pany and to hear your employees’ ideas 
for improvement or reactions to new 
initiatives. They are effective at gathering 
employees’ perspectives not only about 
their job satisfaction, but also about the 
organization’s inner workings, customer 
engagement, risk areas, and future strat-
egy. And they can be used to periodically 
check the pulse of the organization or 
specific issues relating to it.

Leaders who have not conducted 
an employee survey in some time may 
feel angst about launching one now. 
However, this is an opportune time to 
let employees speak to you. Employees 
are the frontline and will have valuable 
input, especially during an unusual 
time such as this current COVID-19 
pandemic. You can pose questions about 
work practices, tools/processes to help 
them be more effective, equity concerns, 
customer engagement ideas, and sugges-
tions on how to support the community 
at large. Their responses will also tell 
you a great deal about future operational 
planning needs and can inform manage-
ment priorities as well. 

Anonymous or not? 
This is an important consideration in 

any survey. If you are using the survey 
to hear specific individuals’ input, then 
you will need them to self-identify. For 
example, you could use a survey if you 
were assembling a company-wide pro-
fessional development plan. First, you 
could use individual responses to build 
personal development plans unique to 
each employee. Second, you could aggre-
gate the survey data to see where there 
is deep bench strength, where you need 
to focus training, where you could make 
lateral promotions for career develop-
ment, and where you have future gaps 
in the organization. Questions could 

query job satisfaction in the current role, 
near-term advancement expectations, 
training requirements, and long-term 
career objectives. 

Another self-identifying survey is 
an enterprise risk management survey. 
The objective would be to gather 
information about department risks 
from risk owners in order to build an 
organizational risk inventory to rank 
and prioritize risks. A risk survey could 
query respondents about the nature of 
the risks they manage, such as the risk 
impact, probability, mitigation to be 
done (budgeted/ not yet budgeted), speed 
of onset, and preparedness. With this 
data, risk management graphics can be 
developed from the survey results to help 
guide the needs and development of the 
risk management plan.

An anonymous survey design is 
recommended for 
honest feedback. Since 
anonymity makes an 
employee feel safer 
about expressing an 
opinion, this technique 
is commonly used for 
employee satisfaction 
surveys. Anonymous 
surveys can be used 
for other purposes as 
well, such as assessing 
the trust individuals 
have about promised 
initiatives (organiza-
tional) and cooperation (colleagues). An 
employee survey can test the trust factor 
with department (peers and supervisors), 
with other departments, and with 
management. Another anonymous 
survey application is gathering input for 
a strategic plan update. Employees have 
unique insights into daily operations. 
Let them tell you about what customers 
appreciate and what they request. They 
can also tell you what work practices 
and tools need updating. And, they 
have a perspective about where the 
organization can positively impact the 
community. By allowing respondents 

to participate anonymously, you make 
it easier for them to provide candid 
feedback.

Survey method
At its core, an employee survey is a 

request for information, but there can 
be additional benefits as well. A survey 
can be used to engage a target audience 
to educate them about important 
initiatives, facilitate inclusiveness within 
the organization by providing a platform 
to voice their opinions, and/or stimulate 
dialogue about issues facing the organi-
zation. Surveys can be comprehensive 
(e.g., covering all strategic planning 
initiatives), or short targeted “pulse” 
surveys, which are designed to capture 
information about a specific issue and 
are repeated frequently to identify trends 
regarding the issue of interest. 

Both comprehensive and pulse surveys 
require well-designed question-and-an-
swer sets to gather interpretable data. 
Questions should avoid multiple con-
cepts so that responses can be mapped 
to a specific issue. Fixed response sets, 
such as yes/no, ordinal ranks (e.g., 
scale of 1 to 10), or Likert scales (e.g., 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”), 
allow the respondent to proceed quickly 
through the survey. However, fatigue can 
adversely affect accuracy if too many 
questions are presented and/or response 
sets are not consistent throughout the 
survey. 

Employees’ perspective on what customers value.
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Introducing open-ended questions 
can be valuable to gather greater detail 
about a response, or to gather new 
suggestions or concerns in addition 
to the issues presented. But the survey 
designer should be careful about how 
many open-ended items are presented, 
and the amount of text the respondent 
can enter. Open-ended responses can 
be time consuming to process and 
complicated to analyze. A coding scheme 
can be developed (e.g., key words or 
concepts) to ensure that the information 
provided is counted in a consistent and 
reliable fashion. 

Finally, the survey methods should 
also consider the structure of the 
questions and delivery of the survey, as 
well as confidentiality for the respon-
dent. There are several platforms that 
facilitate efficient engagement of the 
target audience via email. If respondents’ 
confidentiality is desired, one can use 
unique, randomly generated access codes 
that both ensure the intended respondent 
gains access to the survey platform, but 
also allow the respondent to remain 
anonymous. 

Presenting survey results
The presentation of survey results can 

incorporate a variety of styles. Graphical 
representations, such as the one below, 
are often most engaging for a broad 
audience, although care should be taken 
to not include too many dimensions in 
the graph or chart. Tabular results are 
efficient for conveying large amounts of 
information but lack the visual impact 

of well-constructed pictorial representa-
tions of responses. 

Remember that statistical inferences 
will be constrained by sample size and 

the magnitude of meaningful differences 
among the responses that are captured, 
although often important trends will 
emerge (or not) that provide meaningful 
results. 

Demographic questions (e.g., 
age group, length of employment, 
department, ethnicity/race) can provide 
perspective and allow for detailed 
comparisons of results. If included in 
the survey, it is important to be sure 
that results are presented in sufficient 
aggregate so that individual respondents 
will not be identified.

Final thoughts
Surveys are an efficient tool for gath-

ering information. Length of the survey 
and frequency are two important factors 
that may impact participation. It may 
be necessary to engage an advisor with 
each of the elements—design, analysis, 
and follow-up recommendations—noted 
above. 

Success comes from a thoughtful 
survey structure, but also in the quantity 
and quality of the responses. You will 
see a higher response rate and more 
thoughtful set of responses if you 
communicate at the start the purpose of 
the survey, the content focus, how the 
information will be used, and the value 
you place on the participants’ responses. 
After the survey is completed, be sure 
to share the summary results with par-
ticipants (including any uncomfortable 
truths). 

Lastly, when future action is 
taken, point back to the feedback 

from the survey as 
inspiration for the 
action. Well-managed 
employee surveys build 
trust, engage the work-
force, and help people 
feel more strongly 
connected to the orga-
nization.   
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