The most human way to crowdsource feedback and align on action.

Building an
Employee Engagement
Survey Program:
What to Know
Authors:
Irwin Soonachan
Kate Benediktsson
Julia Winn

Copyright @ 2018 Waggl. All rights reserved.

Getting Started with a
Survey Program
Employee engagement has been linked to
critical organizational outcomes like task
performance, increased profitability and
productivity, organizational commitment,
and increased employee well-being. Despite
evidence supporting the practical use and
competitive advantage gained through
engagement, many organizations still lack
active and effective engagement survey
programs. A 2017 report by Deloitte noted that
14% of organizations never survey employees
about engagement, and many of those that do
are unhappy with their results.
Appropriately done, any organization can
deploy an effective engagement survey
strategy, and leverage the results to further
engage their workforce. Outlined within are
steps to generate a quality engagement
survey program. These steps include defining
engagement within your organization,
designing a survey structure suitable to your
organization’s unique needs, partnering with
the appropriate survey vendor, developing
insights from survey results, and taking action
on those insights.
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Defining Engagement
Within Your Organization
Many organizations define engagement as an
employee’s participation in extra-role behaviors,
commitment to the organization, and involvement
in or satisfaction with work. However, the most
common academic definition describes engagement
as a motivational state driven by one’s physical and
cognitive energy toward his or her work, enthusiasm
for job tasks, and a tendency to become absorbed in
projects (i.e. so involved that you lose track of time).

Definitions of Engagement in Both Academia and Organizations

Academic

Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, &
Bakker (2002)
Kahn (1990)

“positive, fulfilling, and work-related state of mind
characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption”
“complete presence in one’s work role driven by a
physical, cognitive, and emotional involvement”

Organization/Practitioner

Gallup (2002)

“…an individual’s involvement and satisfaction with as
well as enthusiasm for work.”

Mercer (2007)

“…a psychological state where employees feel a vested
interest in the company’s success and are both willing
and motivated to levels that exceed the stated job
requirements.”

Development Dimensions
International
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“…the extent to which people enjoy and believe in what
they do and feel valued for doing it.”

These definitions are provided to serve as a
starting point rather than a rule. Specifically, you
should consider the needs and culture of your
organization when defining the construct. This
will serve to align your engagement strategy with
your business, use language that employees
understand, and enable employee participation in
the process—therefore, increasing transparency
and perceptions of communication, and
upleveling the usefulness of employee feedback.
Many organizations who have implemented
employee engagement programs begin by
working with employees to develop a strong,
useful definition. A process for this might be:

CONSIDER
WHAT AN ENGAGED
EMPLOYEE LOOKS LIKE

DISCUSS
THIS WITH LEADERS VIA
POLLS OR INTERVIEWS

CONDUCT
FOCUS GROUPS WITH EMPLOYEES
TO GET THEIR PERSPECTIVE

DETERMINE
WHAT YOU EXPECT ENGAGEMENT
TO DO FOR YOU AND YOUR
BUSINESS (I.E. RELEVANT
OUTCOMES)

“FIRST, PROVIDING A
ROUGH VISION OF AN
ENGAGED EMPLOYEE HELPS
FACILITATE DISCUSSIONS
WITH LEADERS AND
EMPLOYEES.”
The process of defining engagement is highly
iterative and will change as these discussions
occur.
First, providing a rough vision of an engaged
employee helps facilitate discussions with
leaders and employees. Involving all parties
will create a shared vision of engagement, help
improve role clarity, increase the understanding
of expected behaviors, and integrate
engagement into the organizational culture.
Lastly, determine what you expect engagement
to do for your business. If you wish to
generate and predict employee satisfaction or
sentiment, potentially trend toward definitions
like that used by Gallup. If you wish to predict
or enhance job performance, the academic
measures in Table 1 have a substantial
correlation with both task performance and
extra-role behavior.
Depending on survey length you can measure
multiple constructs within one survey, adding
to your predictive breadth. However, in order
to take action effectively, you must be aware
of each construct’s unique contributions to
outcomes of interest. This can be particularly
problematic when measuring many unrelated
constructs.
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Important Survey
Decision Points
Next, design and implement your engagement survey. Before a
survey can be effectively administered, a few decisions need to
be made, involving qualities of the survey (i.e. cadence, length,
questions) change management initiatives needing employee
participation and partnership to facilitate survey execution.

Cadence: Cadence describes the frequency
with which your engagement survey will be
administered. The most common approach is an
annual survey; however, many organizations are
moving toward a flexible, frequent survey strategy.
Deloitte reports that 22% of companies survey
quarterly, up from 8% in 2016. The benefit of a
more frequent survey approach is that you can
target time-relevant concerns and check progress.
More frequent surveying requires using less
items per survey to reduce participant burden
and making noticeable changes between survey
periods.
Over-surveying employees can cause them
to check-out, reduce participation, and even
become a point of added stress. The annual
survey approach allows for a longer, more
comprehensive survey.
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Measure length: Respondent fatigue is a
concern with engagement surveying. It is
important to include enough items to determine
current state and develop actionable insights
without over-burdening your employees. Major
considerations are time of completion and
representation of your constructs.
Your ability to holistically evaluate your
organization’s engagement requires participation
of your employees, and while 100% participation
is not likely, many organizations see response
rates of 60% or more. Multiple studies show
that beyond 7-8 minutes, 20% of participants
abandon the survey. In addition, quality and
reliability of data can suffer with lengthy surveys,
as participants become fatigued or disinterested.

Over the course of a year more substantial
changes can be made to the survey. However, the
benefits of a monthly or quarterly approach are
lost with a yearly strategy in that progress cannot
be tested as quickly.

Very short surveys, however, are not a perfect
solution, as single-item measures overestimate
endorsements of job attitudes. For example,
when measuring job satisfaction with one item,
job satisfaction scores are often artificially
inflated, showing a more positive picture than
what actually exists. Overall, surveys should be
comprehensive but not redundant.

Ability to make change and act based on feedback
is extremely important. Surveying without
noticeable organizational change tells employees
their thoughts and comments are not valued, thus
causing further disengagement.

Questions: Questions can be designed
internally or purchased from external vendors.
Internally developed items can be linked directly
to your specific definition of engagement and
organizational culture. However, item writing is
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a complex task that requires proper validation.
Items should be simply written to ensure a
common understanding across participants, ask
about a single perception or opinion, and should
not be leading. For resources on item writing and
biases associated with survey design see papers
by Hinkin (1998) and Cullen (2017).
Purchasing items from an outside vendor is
another option. These items have often been
developed by experts and tested within large
samples; however, they may not directly align
with your defined construct. When selecting
an external vendor, require comprehensive
validation evidence, inquire about the design
process, and make sure items can be linked to
the definition and language used within your
company.
Lastly, consider the types of items you want to
use. Traditional survey items provide a statement
and ask participants to report on some particular
response scale (i.e. percent favorable, strongly
agree). These are generally easy to analyze quickly
and often provide a good snapshot of the current
state.
Open response or open text items provide an
avenue for additional insights, but may require
significant time for analysis, even with robust
analytics tools. Crowdsourcing techniques and
stack-ranking of open-text items can be an

effective, transparent solution that produces
immediate results and increases employee
engagement in the process.
Change management: Many organizations
fail to consider how their new engagement
survey program will be introduced to employees.
Involving employees in the creation of your
definition increases transparency and builds trust
in the process.
In addition, clearly articulate the purpose of the
survey and explain how it will contribute to both
the experience of employees and organizational
proficiency. This communication has been shown
to increase response rates.
Lastly, communication should be broad and
multi-faceted; a single email isn’t going to cut it.
Organizations need to leverage several means of
communication throughout the process.
Partnership: Often, it is beneficial to partner
with an external vendor for consultation on item
creation and general surveying practices.
Many survey vendors offer survey tools. When
selecting a vendor, it is important to find a
company that aligns with your organizational
strategy, is flexible to your needs, facilitates
change management initiatives, and can simplify
the process of taking results to action.
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Build Insights from Survey Data
Data is a helpful tool in effectively strategizing
and influencing your workforce. Minimally,
many organizations use engagement surveys
to determine current state through positive
endorsements of various items. Data is also
useful for evaluating trends of engagement
over time and identifying strengths/areas of
opportunity.
Leveraging crowdsourcing techniques on top of
traditional survey measures can help bubble up
ideas from all corners of the organization and
increase a sense of shared mission.
Additionally, valuable information can be gained
from both formal and informal discussions
with employees concerning survey results.
8
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Organizations often have managers participate
in formal discussions with team members
regarding survey results to collect more specific,
contextualized insights about items endorsed
highly or those deemed as areas of opportunity.
Finally, it is important to determine what insights
are directed at the organization and what are
more relevant to one’s work group or team.
This is a necessary step, as enacting change at
one level is much different than at another.
Organizational change requires large-scale
change management initiatives while team-level
change can be more specific, personalized, and
dictated by the manager.

Creating an Engaged
Workforce
Research shows that you can completely
derail your engagement survey program in
the beginning by failing to make survey results
actionable. As Larkin and Larkin wrote in 1996,
“Values are best communicated by actions, not
by words.” Survey results provide the what and
employee feedback provides the why. When the
two are combined organizations can successfully
target what is missing to engage their workforce.
If it is not clear from these sources alone,

organizations should leverage academically tested
predictors to gain further insight. As an example,
an organization may know that engagement is
only at 65% and employees have commented that
they feel disempowered. While this information is
valuable, it does not directly point to an action. A
well-known predictor, autonomy (i.e. freedom to
execute work as one sees fit), is related to both
engagement and empowerment thus providing a
potential direction for action.

Predictors of Employee Engagement
Predictor

Definition

Reference

Job Resources

Qualities of the job

Schaufeli (2013)

Task Variety

Performing different tasks in a job

Christian, Garza,
& Slaughter (2011)

Task Significance

Extent to which job tasks directly link to
organizational outcomes

Christian, Garza,
& Slaughter (2011)

Autonomy

Freedom to conduct one’s own work how
they see fit, without too much management

Crawford, Lepine,
& Rich (2010)

Personal Resources

Qualities of the individual such as selfefficacy and optimism

Schaufeli (2013)

Social Support

Extent to which someone believes they
have access to helping relationships

Hakanen, Bakker,
& Schaufeli, (2006)

Supervisory Coaching

Extent to which a leader uses resources to
help employees at work

Hakanen, Bakker,
& Schaufeli, (2006)

Performance Feedback

Clear and frequent communication
around one’s work performance

Hakanen, Bakker,
& Schaufeli, (2006)

Opportunities for
Development

Extent to which development is prioritized
and supported

Hakanen, Bakker,
& Schaufeli, (2006)
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“ENGAGEMENT IS A
PARTNERSHIP REQUIRING
PARTICIPATION ON
BOTH SIDES. MANY
ORGANIZATIONS DO NOT
SHARE SURVEY RESULTS
AT ALL, REDUCING
PERCEPTIONS OF
TRANSPARENCY.”
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It is also important to consider how information
is shared with managers and employees. With
managers, results should be simple and limited,
not a breakdown of every data point. Rather,
share the key take-aways that will enable
strategic planning. Results should be simple
but not one size fits all. Every team is different,
and a strong manager should be a part of the
action planning process—avoid “just another HR
initiative.”
Ideally, employees should be given a
transparent, real-time view of the results, and
barring that, a clear overview of results as
soon as possible. Engagement is a partnership
requiring participation on both sides. Many
organizations do not share survey results at all,
reducing perceptions of transparency. Others
delay sharing results, and many employees have
forgotten about the survey, or already assumed
that their suggestions and responses were not
heard. This is problematic as employee buy-in is
necessary to enact change.

To deploy an effective engagement strategy around
survey results, organizations should:

Ensure that leaders are involved
in and supportive of the process.
Communication from leaders is a
known driver of performance through
increased engagement

Hold managers and leaders
accountable to enact change

Share survey results immediately
with employees, if not in real-time.
This increases transparency and
ownership of survey results

Measure the impact of your
change initiatives

Ensure your strategies are inclusive
and care for the needs of all
employees
Less is more; focus in on one or
two changes at a time
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Summary
In conclusion, engagement is key
to the success of organizations.
An engagement survey program
is relatively easy to develop when
you have employee participation
at all levels, valuable vendor
partnerships, and effective
communication.
If an organization wishes
to understand and increase
engagement, it should design
a survey based on a strong,
internally developed definition,
engage employees in all facets
of the process, and simplify the
process in a way that makes
it easier to recognize potential
actions as a result.
A successful engagement strategy
cannot be built through a
single survey point but rather
through a prolonged and
sustained listening approach
that is dynamic, flexible, and
participative.
12
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About Waggl:
Waggl is a real-time employee
feedback platform to enable
focused, crowdsourced
communication across the
workforce. Waggl is designed to
elevate the authentic experience
of people and deliver the
analytics leaders need.
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