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Managers who use employee at-
titude surveys with unrealistic 
expectations end up getting 

burned. Such managers walk away from 
the experience blaming their misfortune 
on the survey concept rather than the in-
adequacies of the particular survey used. 
T h e end result, unfortunately, can be 
serious damage to the organization. 

I have found over the years that ex-
ecutives contemplating attitude surveys 

raise a set of questions that human 
resource professionals can anticipate when 
their superiors come to them for help. But 
remember : Conduct ing a survey is not a 
simple project you can assign safely to in-
telligent amateurs. Your qualified profes-
sional guidance can ensure that the survey-
reaps full value. Consider the following 15 
q u e s t i o n s and the i r answer s as a 
strategically useful primer. 

Q. Why do employers conduct attitude surveys? 
What are the organizational objectives? 
A . Surveys are conducted 
• to assess the organization's internal 
employee relations climate and monitor 
the trends. 
• to identify emerging or existing at-

titudinal issues before they become 
explosive. 
• to provide feedback to managers on 
how well they are balancing their various 
managerial and supervisory responsibilities. 
• to build a data base that can inform the 
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organization of the content and processes 
of selecting, developing, and training 
managers. 
• to assist in the design and modification 
of pe r sonne l policies, m a n a g e m e n t 
systems, and decision-making processes, 
thereby improving overall organizational 
effectiveness. 
• to provide a way to assess progress dur-

ing periods of change. 
• to identify the parts of the organization 

that are experiencing pain and need help. 
• to provide a safety valve for excess 
"steam." 

Q. Is it possible to achieve these objectives with 
a single survey ? 
A . While some can be achieved with a 
single survey—such as the second, fifth, 
and eighth items above —a repeated 
measurement program on a regularly 
scheduled basis offers far more potential. 
You can build several objectives into one 
survey program if you administer surveys 
periodically over a significant period of 
time. 

You should consider an at t i tude survey 
program as part of an overall and continu-
ing process both to clarify issues and 
stimulate innovative strategies for working 
together. It is not a popularity contest, a 
happiness exercise, or a route to instant 
cures. It is a useful organizational tool. 

(J. Wont we just stir up a homer's nest or ar-
tificially create attitudes that aren 't real? 
A . T h e first question any management 
considering using a survey must answer is, 
"Are we prepared to do an effective job of 
feedback and followthrough when the 

findings are in?" Whether the results are 
good or bad. management must share 
them with the employees and must ad-
dress the problems with confidence. 

T h e effective use of attitude surveys re-
quires top management participation in 
framing the program's objectives and com-
mitment to following through on results. 

And as far as being afraid of arousing 
sleeping dogs, remember: they usually on-
ly appear to be sleeping. Employees have 
att i tudes all the time. Systematically 
measuring them and then visibly try ing to 
deal with problems is the healthy way to 

manage. 

(J. Aren V attitude measures soft? Shouldn V we 
be more concerned with productivity measures 
and getting the work done? 
A . Employee atti tudes arc a direct reflec-
tion of frustration levels. When frustration 
is sufficiently serious, a variety of disrup-
tive behavioral consequences occur. Some 
people become hostile, thereby disturbing 
the peace or even sabotaging work pro-
cesses. Others becomc discouraged, 
leading to reduced motivation and team-
work. lower standards of performance, 

absenteeism, and general lack of en-
thusiasm. Still others develop stress-
r e l a t ed h e a l t h p r o b l e m s — s u c h as 
alcoholism—that bear on the cost of do-
ing business. 

A well-administered attitude survey pro-
gram. while not as hard as an accountant's 
cost-control system, offers a practical 
s t r a t egy for c o n t r o l l i n g i m p o r t a n t 
elements of the human costs in running an 
organization. T h e r e is no question that 
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t h o s e h u m a n cos t s are closely t ied to 

organizat ional e f fec t iveness . 

Q- Should we use another firm's questionnaire 
or develop our own? 
A . T h e advantages of bui ld ing your own 

survey ins t rument far outweigh the advan-

tages of using a ques t ionnai re borrowed or 

b o u g h t f rom outs ide . A tailored ques t ion -

naire has a m u c h be t t e r c h a n c e of cap tu r -
ing local issues, incorpora t ing local lingo, 

a n d d e v e l o p i n g m a n a g e m e n t a n d 

e m p l o y e e ownersh ip of t h e p rocess . 

Building a ta i lor-made ques t ionna i re in-

c ludes s teps that e n s u r e c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

about the program, enhances the response 

rate, and he lps p r epa re eve ryone for wha t 

is c o m i n g later. A s s u m i n g you use a par-

ticipative process , building your own ques-

tionnaire improves the organization climate. 

Q. Should we make comparisons with other 
organizations? 
A . T h e advantages of s u c h c o m p a r i s o n s 

are overra ted and don't ma tch t h e advan-

tages of bui ld ing your own ques t ionna i re . 

Moreover , a t t i tudinal data are highly 

suscep t ib le to env i ronmen ta l d i f fe rences , 

sub t le language d i f fe rences , t h e s tate of 

t h e economy , political cons ide ra t ions , 

union activity, organizat ion s t ruc tu re and 

size factors , and wage and salary in-

f luences . Unless you ' re qu i te con f iden t 

that t h e s e and o ther factors are equivalent 
across t h e organizat ions you're c o m p a r i n g 

and that the compar i son data are qu i te re-

c e n t , t h e r e s u l t s a re l ikely to b e 

mis leading. 

Special is ts in psychological m e a s u r e -

m e n t a l m o s t a l w a y s r e c o m m e n d 

es tabl ishing local norms Organiza t ions are 

far be t t e r off es tab l i sh ing their own 

base l ine data for c o m p a r i s o n p u r p o s e s 

ra ther t han relying on c h a n c y externa l 

n o r m s . Just as in golf, "par" varies f rom 

cou r se to cou r se and hole to hole. 

Q. Should we hire an outside consultant? 
A . M o s t m e d i u m to large organiza t ions 

h a v e p e o p l e i n s i d e w i t h e n o u g h 

b a c k g r o u n d and interest in th is t y p e of 

p rogram to take a ma jo r role in its ad-

minis t ra t ion . Norma l ly all they n e e d is a 

task force and an e x p e r i e n c e d externa l 

consul tant to provide guidance on the pro-

cess and technical input at crucial junc-

tures . But it m a y b e bes t , d e p e n d i n g on 

local c i rcumstances , to have the data, once 

co l lec ted , statistically p rocessed external-
ly. You need to consider the degree of trust 

b e t w e e n e m p l o y e e s and m a n a g e m e n t , 

availability of compu te r s and software, and 

t ime cons t ra in t s . 

Q. Isn 't it easy to develop a questionnaire? 
A . Q u e s t i o n n a i r e cons t ruc t i on requi res 

p r o f e s s i o n a l i n p u t . It a l so r e q u i r e s 

p re tes t ing on a r ep resen ta t ive s amp le to 

get t h e bugs ou t . Assembl ing a ques t ion -

naire f rom col lect ions of i t ems—or by lift-

ing i tems out of o the r ques t ionna i res used 

e l sewhere —probably will was te s o m e of 

the survey's po ten t ia l value. 

Qualif ied profess ionals in this field have 

item-w ri t ing skills and ex tens ive t raining 

in p s y c h o l o g i c a l m e a s u r e m e n t a n d 

statistical m e t h o d s necessa ry for good 

results. T h e y also bring valuable c o n c e p t s 

and knowledge of the literature to the task. 

Q. Should we use a single-item measurement 
strategy? 
A . Single i t ems are inherent ly unrel iable 

m e a s u r e m e n t devices w h e n appl ied to 

c o m p l e x issues such as e m p l o y e e mora le , 

mot iva t ion , s t ress , and managerial e f fec-
t i veness . Psychologica l m e a s u r e m e n t 

special is ts advise us ing s o m e scaling 

t e c h n i q u e s to c o m b i n e several i t ems into 

reliable indexes . T h i s has t h e dual advan-

tage of be t t e r quali ty data and r educed in-

t e rp re ta t ion complex i ty . 
M e a s u r e m e n t reliability is impor t an t if 

you are p lann ing to use the data for 

dec i s ion -mak ing p u r p o s e s and for t e s t ing 

t rends . Single i tems, if properly worded and 

p r e c e d e d by o the r s that inf luence s u m -

mary j u d g m e n t s , can be useful . 

Q. How long must a questionnaire he to pro-
vide reliable data? 
A . T h a t d e p e n d s on how many f u n d a m e n -

tal d i m e n s i o n s you plan to m e a s u r e and 

how many special , local issues you plan to 

cover. Rather than worry about n u m b e r of 

ques t ions , it is more impor tan t to b e con-

ce rned wi th h o w m u c h t i m e t h e average 

employee needs to comple te the ques t ion-

naire. A good target is 4 5 m i n u t e s . M o s t 

h igh-school g radua tes can hand le 100 to 

150 i tems in that t ime f rame , d e p e n d i n g 

on ques t ion complex i ty and fo rmat . 

Q. Should we have separate questionnaires for 
different employee categories? 
A . A wel l -cons t ruc ted ques t ionna i r e will 

have a subs tant ia l sec t ion relevant to all 

e m p l o y e e s and subsec t ions for special in-

terest ca tegor ies . 

Q. What is the best approach for sampling our 
organization? 
A . T h i s ques t ion involves complex issues 
and raises o the r ques t i ons you have to 

answer first . 

You mus t k n o w t h e p u r p o s e s of the 

survey, the deg ree of accuracy requ i red . 

the size and compos i t i on of t h e popu la -

tion, the likely strategy— mail versus group 

mee t ings , for example—for col lec t ing 

data, and t ime and cost factors. If you want 

a good feedback process , you should sam-

ple intact organizat ional units ra ther than 

individuals. If sampl ing is necessary , see 

a c o m p e t e n t consu l tan t for adv ice before 

mak ing sampl ing decis ions . But keep in 

mind tha t it o f t en is more ef fec t ive to in-

c lude ent i re popu la t ions , or large intact 

s e g m e n t s , t han to use samples . 

Q. What response rare can we expect? 
A . Employee a t t i tude surveys can p roduce 

a n y w h e r e f rom 25 to 9 0 p e r c e n t or even 

higher r e sponse rates. Obviously, the big-

ger the pe rcen tage of re tu rns , the more 

con f idence o n e has in the data . R e s p o n s e 

rate is inf luenced by factors such as the 
following: 

• the exist ing-employee relations climate; 

• t h e quest ionnaire ' s length and interest 

value; 

• w he the r e m p l o y e e s believe t h e ques -

t i o n n a i r e a l l o w s t h e m to e x p r e s s 

themselves on w hat /tey consider to be im-

por tan t i ssues; 

• t h e a m o u n t of c o n f i d e n c e e m p l o y e e s 

have that m a n a g e m e n t will do s o m e t h i n g 

about t h e resul ts ; 

• fear of reprisals f rom managers ; 

• a belief that s o m e "secret way" exists for 

managers to find ou t w h a t specif ic in-

dividuals said abou t t h e m ; 

• how t h e ques t ionna i re is admin i s te red , 

such as group meet ings versus through the 

mail; 
• the a m o u n t of suppor t and encourage -

m e n t manage r s and superv isors provide; 

• the e f fec t iveness of publici ty bo th 

before and dur ing t h e survey data collec-

tion per iod ; 

• t h e pos tu r e of relevant t rade un ions . 

You can minimize nonresponse by using 

appropr ia te , par t ic ipat ive p rac t ices in 

designing and adminis ter ing the p rogram. 

(J. Just how much diagnostic value is there in 
attitudinal data? Are the interpretations 
self-evident? 
A . Att i tudinal data are social da ta and , as 

such, are suscept ib le to a variety of h u m a n 

foibles: halo e f fec t , general nega t iv ism, 

t empora ry mind-se t s , and g roup- th ink . 

Employee surveys, then , typically reveal 

more at a group level of analysis than a long 

other lines. In o ther words, because of the 

s t rong social and group inf luences on 

work-related a t t i tudes , analyses based on 

individual differences such as age, sex, pay 

level, and o ther demographics will explain 
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only a l imited a m o u n t of variation in data 

pa t t e rns . 

Survey des igners can s q u e e z e out 

m o d e s t d iagnost ic value if they ant ic ipate 

the c o m p a r i s o n s they need to m a k e in 

such a reas as job ca tegor ies and occupa -
tional def in i t ions . 

The ma jo r d iagnost ic va lue of survey 

data lies in c o m p a r i s o n s of organizat ional 

units such as d e p a r t m e n t s and divisions. 

And given the s t rong influence of group at-

t i tudes , t h e analysis n e e d s to get down to 

t h e p r imary work-group level to p r o d u c e 

maximal ly valuable in fo rmat ion . 

Whi l e proper ly c o n s t r u c t e d a t t i t ude 

survey indices are capab le of showing 

wh ich uni ts or g roups in an organizat ion 

are d i f fe ren t f rom others , t h e data in and 

of t hemse lve s are not capab le of explain-

ing t h e r easons for the d i f fe rences . T h e 

possible explanat ions are numerous . You'll 

need s o m e form of follow-up to unders tand 

the da ta p a t t e r n s . 

Genera l ly speaking, e m p l o y e e a t t i t ude 

survey da ta take on maximal m e a n i n g on-

ly w h e n the various work g roups involved 

discuss t h e data . A large pe rcen tage of t h e 

survey's potent ia l value to an organization 

is lost wi thou t a p l anned f eedback and 

discussion process. You can't fully interpret 

t h e data if you take it ou t of con tex t and 

if local factors k n o w n only to the par-

t ic ipants play a major role. In s o m e cases 

you'll n e e d a t ra ined neutral as a g roup 

facilitator in order to un lock t h e process . 

(J. Haor do we develop useful linkages between 
the survey process, the survey data, and the 
design and conduct of training courses for 
supervisors and managers f 
A . T h e r e are several answers to this ques-

t ion, all of which indicate that bo th t h e 

survey's c o n t e n t and t h e p rocess involved 

s h o u l d b e l inked with t ra in ing and 

d e v e l o p m e n t . 

• You must carefully select and design the 

q u e s t i o n n a i r e i t ems—espec ia l ly t h o s e 

d e a l i n g w i t h p e r c e i v e d m a n a g e r i a l 

b e h a v i o r a n d w o r k - g r o u p t a s k 

p rocedures—wi th d u e regard for t h e 

organization's culture and staffing pat terns . 

• Manager s a n d supervisors need to take 

ownersh ip of the p rocess so they will 

perce ive face validity in the da ta . 

• You n e e d to c o n d u c t usefu l c o m -

par isons and sophis t icated analyses on the 

data to identify relationships and potential 

l inkages to training. 

• The n a t u r e of t h e data received by in-

dividual managers on their own opera t ions 
normal ly a rouses their interest and leads 

many of t h e m to seek help with their prob-

lems. T h i s se t s t h e s tage for follow-up 

w o r k s h o p s and links to ex is t ing t raining 

cou r se s or for t h e des ign of n e w o n e s to 

mee t the bet ter-defined needs that emerge 

f rom this p rocess . 

• S taf f r e s p o n s i b l e for t r a in ing a n d 

deve lop ing m a n a g e r s and superv isors 

shou ld rece ive per iodic u p d a t e s on what 

the survey data imply a b o u t manager ia l 

behavior and its consequences . You should 

encourage and teach t h e m how to use this 

in format ion in their work . 
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Leave it to the Baltimore Marriott-Inner 
Harbor to create the all inclusive meeting 
package. With the "All- in-One Meet ing 
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• overnight accommodat ions • room set-up 
• audio visual • continental breakfast 
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