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Can an Employee Opinion Survey Help in a Down Economy? By Richard A. Sherwood, SPHR

Today’s challenging economy is
forcing many organizations to
scrutinize their budgets and, in
some cases, downsize their work-
force. When a reduction in force
occurs the employees that remain
often feel guilty, are less moti-
vated to perform, experience lim-
ited career prospects and are con-
cerned about their financial fu-
ture. How can management keep
these employees engaged to im-
prove the chances for the future
success of the company?

Consider an Employee Opinion
Survey

While many HR practices are diffi-
cult to quantify, progressive lead-
ers understand that there is a di-
rect correlation between em-
ployee satisfaction and high levels
of productivity. Leaders inter-
ested in developing high perform-
ance work teams know that they
must find out what motivates and
satisfies those remaining employ-
ees. Following a reduction in
staff, employees are thrilled when
management solicits their opinion
and ideas. This will often help
them focus on the future. It reig-
nites their motivation to excel,
reduces apprehension about the
future, encourages creative think-
ing and offers them a vehicle for
proposing new ideas. One of the

most powerful vehicles for ac-
complishing this is the anony-
mous employee opinion survey.

Three Steps to Improve a
Survey’s Effectiveness

Any company thinking about tap-
ping their employees for their
ideas should play close attention
to (1) the survey planning proc-
ess, (2) the development of ac-
tion plans following the collection
and analysis of employee data
and (3) maintaining ongoing ac-
countability efforts to ensure that
management follows through

“Surveys are part of the
culture, encourage employee
engagement and are an
effective management tool.”

with the goals and objectives es-
tablished as a result of the sur-
vey. If these three steps are fol-
lowed, the survey becomes an
effective engagement tool follow-
ing a restructuring or downsizing
effort.

Survey Planning Process

Developing a survey, which is
ideally done thirty to forty-five
days after a reduction in force,
requires investing some time in
determining what areas the sur-

vey should target. This can be
accomplished by a focus group or
in special meetings during which
pertinent issues are identified.
Typically, surveys incorporate
questions that allow employees
to provide feedback on such
things as their new responsibili-
ties, current and projected work
load, the company’s priorities,
teamwork, the health of the or-
ganization and their overall satis-
faction in a variety of areas.
Taking extra time on the front
end pays off because it results in
relevant survey questions that
provide the specific information
desired by the company and
more revealing employee re-
sponses. ldentifying issues with
respect to a recent realignment
or restructuring allows the com-
pany to identify and respond to
the specific concerns of its em-
ployees.

Ongoing communication from
Human Resources about the sur-
vey and participation levels is
critical to the success of the ini-
tiative. High survey participation
indicates employee engagement
and support for the survey proc-
ess. A wealth of information is
often uncovered by a survey and
can serve as the employer’s mo-
tivation to address long-standing




challenges and employee percep-
tions following a downsizing.
Communication of the survey re-
sults to the employees following
the analysis of the data is critical
to the success of the initiative
and, consequently, to the success
of the organization.

Development of Action Plans

Far too often, management sighs
in relief once the surveys are
completed and the data is ana-
lyzed. However, it is extremely
important that the completion and
analysis of the survey not be con-
sidered the “end product”. The
key to a successful survey lies in
the next steps, which include re-
viewing the reports and employee
comments, identifying key issues,
and establishing sound action
plans for the future. The em-
ployee survey activity and action
plan development process is typi-
cally a multi-step process that oc-
curs throughout the survey period
culminating with the adoption of
corporate-wide action plans.

Each year, management invests
in their employees by taking the
time to provide them with concise
feedback about their performance
and helps them set personal per-
formance goals for the future
through the annual performance
appraisal process. This exercise
occurs during both expanding
economic conditions and times in
which a challenging business cli-
mate prevails. The leadership
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team should view an employee
survey as a performance review
for the organization. Surveys
provide an overall satisfaction
rating and identify employee per-
ceptions about the company’s
accomplishments and challenges.
Surveys can provide valuable
data that clarifies employees’ ac-
ceptance or resistance to new
corporate goals and objectives
following a reduction in force.
Employee surveys conducted in
both good times and bad show
management’s commitment to
the success of both the organiza-
tion and its employees.

Human Resources professionals
should view the anonymous em-
ployee survey as an ongoing
management tool and give seri-
ous consideration to making the
process part of the culture. Em-
ployee surveys in a down econ-
omy are even more important
because they provide a key per-
formance metric of the overall
health of the company. The an-
nual employee opinion survey
process will ensure that employ-
ees are strongly aligned with the
strategic goals of the organiza-
tion.

Accountability Efforts

The survey process will only be
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successful if the company holds
management accountable for the
agreed upon action plans. Suc-
cessful companies incorporate
the action plans into the execu-
tives’ and management’'s per-
formance reviews and meet
quarterly with these key person-
nel to ensure that progress is be-
ing made. Companies that have
conducted an engagement sur-
vey and acted on the results ex-
perience a strong alignment be-
tween the employees, business
partners and customers. When
the economy improves, the or-
ganizations that have used this
management tool will be better
positioned to expand and in-
crease market share.

In Conclusion

By conducting an employee opin-
ion survey, the HR professional
can obtain valuable information
about the company’s workforce.
A survey will assist the leaders in
determining if their managers
are respected, identify any com-
munication roadblocks following
reorganization, assist with foster-
ing a collaborative work environ-
ment based upon the new para-
digm and ensure that the strate-
gic vision of the organization is
aligned with the realities of a
challenging economy. Employ-
ees who are engaged are far
more productive that those who
are not. Many companies report
that soliciting their employees’
opinion was the best step they
could have taken to return to
profitability.
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