
 

 

 
©2007 Censeo Corporation � 2600 Lake Lucien Drive, Suite 235, Maitland, FL 32751 � 407.645.1600 

info-request@censeocorp.com � www.censeocorp.com 

 

 
 

Developing an Effective Employee Survey 
 

One of the important phases in an employee survey initiative is developing the survey instrument itself. No matter how well 
other aspects of a survey project are managed, if the instrument is of poor quality, only limited success will be achieved. This 
Insight white paper offers suggestions on how to develop an effective survey. See the companion Insight white paper, “Tips 
on Making Employee Survey Initiatives Successful,” for suggestions on a variety of survey issues beyond the survey itself. 

The diagram below shows how the survey instrument fits into the overall survey process. The content in the survey obviously 
depends on the objectives for the survey, but you also have to consider the survey feedback reports, and the actions that will 
occur after the reports are delivered. This concept is discussed in more detail later in this document. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Steps in Developing a Survey 
The assumption here is that a new survey is being 
developed or an existing survey is being substantially 
revised. Later, suggestions are provided on the types  
of changes that are appropriate when a survey is being 
repeated. 

The best approach to take in developing a survey 
depends on a variety of factors, but the principles 
underlying the steps listed below will form a good 
strategy in most circumstances. The steps are briefly 
described here, and then some of them are covered  
in more detail later in this document. 

1. Determine survey’s purpose/objectives. When 
someone is tasked with developing a new survey, 
there’s a strong tendency to start writing survey 
items, or to start collecting item pools from vendors. 
A better approach is to first achieve consensus, 
particularly among senior management, on answers 
to questions like, “Why are we doing a survey, and 
what are we trying to accomplish?” “What will be 
done with the survey results and who will have 
responsibility for following through?” 

A strong business case should be built before the 
project is initiated – how the survey will positively 
impact organizational effectiveness, commitment, 
retention, etc. The objectives can be broad or 
narrow, there can be several objectives or just one 
or two, and there are many different possibilities for 
how the results can be used… but the objectives 
and process must be clearly defined up front. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

2. Identify key areas the survey should measure.  
At this point you’re not trying to construct the survey 
items, or even the dimensions – you just need to 
identify the major topic areas. The survey should  
tie in with your business strategies and priorities. 
What can your employees tell you about how well 
the business is being run and how things can be 
improved? This may involve fairly broad areas or 
very specific areas such as a key corporate initia-
tive. Most surveys also address areas that are 
related to employee commitment (engagement, 
satisfaction, morale, etc.). In particular, look for 
those factors that impact both quality of work life for 
employees and organizational effectiveness. For 
example, perceptions of good career opportunities 
impact retention, which, in turn, could be important 
to achieving long-term corporate strategies. 

There are several ways one could go about identify-
ing the key areas the survey should measure, but 
collecting data from two stakeholder groups is 
common – (1) senior managers, to understand the 
business strategies and priorities, and those issues 
where employee perceptions are particularly 
important; and (2) HR leaders, who can provide 
insight on the areas important to commitment and 
retention. Sometimes it’s also useful to conduct a 
few focus groups with employees at different levels 
to understand issues from their perspective. 
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Survey Instrument as Part of the Total Process 
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3. Draft survey content. The content will include 
instructions, dimensions, items, the response scale, 
demographic variables, and open-ended questions. 
It’s better to first identify the main dimensions for the 
survey (based on the outcome from Step 2), and 
then write the items to measure those dimensions. 
At this point it’s appropriate to look for suitable  
content from vendors; there’s no reason to start with 
a blank sheet of paper. However, be sure to add/ 
delete/modify items so the survey will be on target, 
especially with respect to the terms and language 
your employees will understand. 

Including open-ended items in a survey is usually  
a good idea for a couple of reasons. First, most 
employees appreciate the opportunity to add their 
comments in addition to rating the items. Second, 
the employees often have specific suggestions on 
how things could be improved, which are helpful 
during the action planning phase of a survey initia-
tive. Be careful, though, not to have too many open-
ended items, even if they are optional, because it 
could decrease the response rate. 

4. Pilot test the survey. If most of the items you use 
are from a vendor, it may not be necessary to pilot 
the survey because the items should already be 
“tried and proven valid.” But if there are a lot of new 
items, it’s a good practice to conduct one or two 
focus groups to surface any items that might be 
ambiguous, not interpreted as having the same 
meaning, difficult to rate, etc. Ask participants to go 
through the survey and rate each item, flagging any 
that may be problematic. Debrief afterwards to 
collect their input. 

5. Get senior management endorsement. Top-level 
support is critical to success. In fact, the whole 
survey initiative should be a management-driven 
process rather than just another “HR program.” 
That’s important for success during all phases of a 
project, from increasing the response rate to action 
planning and making change happen based on the 
survey results. Getting senior management’s 
“handprints” on the survey before it’s administered 
will help build the support you need. 

Criteria for an Effective Survey 
Considering the earlier discussion, it should be under-
stood that the most important criterion is that the survey 
content is aligned with the survey objectives, and that 
the results help improve organizational effectiveness  
and employee commitment/engagement. In other words, 
the survey results should be actionable and enable the 
organization to make improvements – not just provide 
“nice to know” information. But there are other, more 
technical, criteria as well. It is beyond the scope of this 
document to provide an exhaustive treatment of what’s 
actually a rather complex topic, but here are a few of  
the most important criteria for constructing good  
survey items: 

� Clarity – Employees understand the meaning 
and generally interpret the item similarly. Keeping 
the reading difficulty level low and writing shorter 
items can help in this regard. 

� Ratable – All employees are able to rate the item 
versus only some employees being familiar with 
the content area. 

� Single focus – The item deals with one topic – 
not two or more. Statistical results for an item that 
addresses more than one topic will be ambigu-
ous. For example, “My supervisor sets clear 
goals and provides positive reinforcement when 
employees meet the goals.” 

� Dispersion in responses – There is variance  
in how employees respond to the item. An item 
where almost all employees respond at either 
end of the scale doesn’t tell us much about their 
perceptions, or differences among groups. 

� Worded positively – All items are worded 
positively so that the same end of the response 
scale always indicates favorable ratings. A widely 
held myth is that mixing in some negative items 
will increase accuracy. Doing so will only confuse 
both the employees taking the survey and the 
people who have to interpret the results. 

� Fit with response scale – All items are written 
so the chosen response scale is applicable and 
appropriate. Different response scales require 
different syntax for the items. 

� Items and response scale not confounded – 
The response scale carries all the evaluative 
component, not the items. For example, with  
a frequency response scale (e.g., “always” to 
“never”), an item like, “My supervisor always sets 
clear goals,” would be confounded. 

The survey results should be actionable 

and enable the organization to make 

improvements – not just provide  
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Here are a few suggestions that pertain to the survey as 
a whole: 

� Keep the survey as short as possible, and no 
longer than 100 items or so in any case. Really 
long surveys lead to two problems – employees 
run out of steam in completing them and the 
response rate is lower than desired, and people 
who get the survey reports are overwhelmed with 
too much information. Focus on the most impor-
tant issues. It’s better to cover them in some 
depth than to measure a larger number of areas 
more shallowly. 

� Group the items into meaningful dimensions. This 
is particularly important when dimension results 
are reported back in addition to individual item 
results, which is usually the case. Dimension 
statistics will be meaningless if the dimensions 
are comprised of widely disparate items. 

� Demographic variables (gender, tenure, etc.) are 
useful in analyzing differences in perceptions 
across types of employees. However, include 
only those variables that are absolutely essential 
to achieving your survey objectives. The more 
demographic variables you have, the more the 
employees will question the anonymity of their 
responses. 

� Don’t compromise your survey objectives in  
an effort to salvage the ability to make external 
normative comparisons. External norms are of 
limited value at best, and are meaningful only 
when the items are very similar to those used in 
the norm sample, and only when the response 
scale is identical. Internal norms and trend results 
are actually much more useful. 

As a final comment on the criteria for good survey 
content, the author crafting the items and dimensions 
should also consider the strategy for the action planning 
that will occur after the reports are delivered. Ideally, the 
survey reports will not only highlight the most significant 
strengths and opportunities for improvement, but also 
give managers suggestions on actions they can take to 
make improvements. For example, Censeo’s survey 
reports contain “Suggested Improvement Actions” linked 
to each survey item. While the lists of SIAs are by no 
means comprehensive, they are enormously helpful in 
getting line managers headed in the right direction. Sur-
vey initiatives often result in little real change occurring, 
and a major reason for that is managers not knowing 
what to do or how to do it. SIAs can help overcome 
those barriers. 

Response Scales 
There’s been a lot of debate among survey experts (but 
only limited research) over the last 40 years on what 
kind of response scale is best for employee surveys. 
That debate hasn’t resulted in consensus on best 
practices. However, based on Censeo’s experience in 
conducting surveys in many organizations in various 
industries, we offer the following suggestions: 

� Use the same scale for all items in the survey. 
This makes it easier for both the employees 
completing the survey and those who will 
interpret the results. 

� Use at least a 4-point scale, but no more than a 
7-point scale. Fewer than four levels will not yield 
sufficient variance, and more than seven makes it 
hard to distinguish differences among the levels, 
and introduces more error. 

� Include a mid-point in the scale. For example, 
with a 5-point agree-disagree scale, the anchors 
could be strongly agree, agree, neither, disagree, 
and strongly disagree. Many employees will have 
“in between” opinions on some issues, and will 
be uncomfortable when forced to make either a 
favorable or an unfavorable rating. Furthermore, 
without a mid-point, they will choose “agree” 
more often than “disagree,” even though they 
really aren’t favorable. 

� Choose a summary statistic that will be easy to 
interpret. (This topic actually relates more to the 
survey reports than to the survey instrument,  
but you have to consider it as you develop the 
response scale.) Something simple, like percent 
favorable or percent unfavorable, works best. 
Line managers can easily understand the mean-
ing of “65% of your employees were favorable on 
this item, whereas 80% of the employees in the 
comparison group were favorable.” Other statis-
tics, such as the mean, don’t have that kind of 
intuitive meaning. 

� Choose one type of summary statistic to display 
for each dimension and item – not multiple types. 
While a statistician might like to see survey 
results reported by percent favorable and 
unfavorable, mean, median, mode, standard 
deviation, etc., multiple statistics only confuse 
line managers, who are your primary target group 
for the survey. 

Refer to the Insight white paper titled “360 Response 
Scales” for a more in-depth treatment of this topic. Most 
of the points in that document are equally applicable to 
employee surveys. 
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Conducting Repeat Surveys 
Survey programs are most useful when they are part of 
an ongoing measurement system, rather than just one-
time snapshots. This is because trend results are the 
most powerful way of telling what’s improving, and which 
areas require further attention or different interventions. 
Some organizations conduct employee surveys annual-
ly, but a cycle time of 18-24 months is more common. 

Conducting a repeat survey doesn’t mean the survey 
has to be identical to surveys used in the past. Some 
things can be changed, and some things can’t be 
changed. With respect to the items, it’s fine to add new 
items or drop some items, understanding, of course, that 
trend results for those items won’t be available. Some-
times the strategy is to include selected items in every 
other survey. It’s also okay to make slight wording 
improvements to the item syntax and still have accurate 
trend comparisons, as long as the meaning of the item 
doesn’t change. Open-ended items are also often 
changed from one survey to the next. 

 

The main thing that can’t be changed is the response 
scale, because it’s almost impossible to accurately 
calculate trend statistics. Even if it were possible to 
convert the scales from the current and past surveys to a 
common metric, the statistics lose their intuitive meaning 
and are hard to interpret. 

Using Consultants in  
Developing the Survey 
Censeo’s approach on survey initiatives is to provide the 
appropriate level of consulting services desired by the 
client. This can range from only collecting the data and 
generating the reports, to heavy involvement throughout 
all phases of the project. Writing a new survey, or sub-
stantially revising an existing one, are tasks for which 
companies often need outside expertise. But even then, 
Censeo’s objective is to transfer that expertise to our 
clients. This Insight white paper is an example of that 
philosophy. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Censeo Corporation is a human resource consulting firm offering consulting services and Internet-based assessment 
products. The company’s mission is to help clients maximize their investment in human capital by collecting and then 
strategically using accurate and valid information about competencies and work preferences. For more information,  
visit www.censeocorp.com, email info-request@censeocorp.com or call 407.645.1600 x150. 


