
Engagement surveys : still useful, or yesterday’s fad? 

 

Three lessons for HR professionals and the Executive Team 
 

The annual conferences that senior executives from all public and private sectors 

attend, faithfully reflect the current  burning concerns facing their organizations. 

Recently they have included diminishing and eliminating workplace harassment, the 

growing wave of Baby-Boomers leaving the workforce, the theme of measuring and 

maximizing employee engagement and the impact of new legislation, such as laws on 

financial governance and, in Canada, the legalisation of marijuana, which is likely to be 

front and center for the next year or two, especially for senior HR executives. These key 

topics tend to arrive and then recede like tidal waves. 

 

Given our modern-day workloads and our many top-priority KPIs, all these subjects run 

the risk of suffering from the « flavour of the month” syndrome and fall off our radar 

screen as rapidly as they arrived. But each leaves, or should leave, a legacy of lessons 

learned and key practices adopted. This is the case for the surge in interest in 

Engagement Surveys, which peaked a year or two ago. Over the last few years we 

have planned and organized many surveys for our clients and we have retained three 

key lessons: first, engagement is a key ingredient of a much bigger whole, the 

organization’s overall  culture. Secondly, a critical success factor is well planned and 

executed communication before, during and after the survey. Finally, Senior 

Management must be 100% involved throughout the complete culture change process, 

which will, hopefully, positively affect many outcomes, including employee engagement. 

Let’s look at these three lessons one by one. 

 

Lesson One : Engagement is a symptom of the entire culture of the organisation. 

 

Doctor Robert Cooke, professor at the University of Chicago, a globally-recognized 

expert in organizational culture and CEO of Human Synergistics International, offers us 

this definition :  “An organization’s culture is reflected in the values and beliefs shared 

by the thinking styles and the behaviours of its members. In your organization, the 

culture is the result of your implicit and explicit decisions and choices”. It follows that the 

level of engagement of your employees will be one of the key results of the values, 

beliefs and behaviours present in your organization and therefore that to understand 

engagement, we must measure the entire organizational culture. The portrait this survey 

reveals will enable us to identify and install culture change initiatives which address 

causal factors and not just surface symptoms, of which employee engagement is but 

one.  



 

One of our recent surveys was 

for a client with 1,600 

employees. We surveyed them 

all and included questions 

specifically addressing the 

factor of employee 

engagement. By using this 

integrated approach we were 

able to recommend and help 

our client install a series of 

culture change initiatives. 

These included improvements 

in the process of selecting and 

onboarding new employees,  

improved reward and recognition practices and a completely renovated approach to 

organizational communication. These directly positively affected employee engagement, 

and also much else. 

   

 

Lesson Two: top-quality communication before, during and after the survey. 

 

Even the best surveys will always generate a degree of two emotions, uncertainty and 

cynicism.  Uncertainty results from the frequent perception that employees’ responses 

and data will not be handled in a confidential manner and that employees could be 

individually identified and possibly “punished” for giving replies that are critical of the 

organization.  Therefore we have to build a communications plan qui explains the 

objectives behind the survey, clearly describes each step of the process and which 

reassures employees that their responses will be treated with complete confidentiality.   

 

To eliminate, or at least greatly diminish the level of cynicism, the Senior Management 

team will have to make sure that it quickly communicates the actions as a result of the 

survey’s findings. We also look for some “quick victories”. Their value is as much in the 

immediacy of their implementations as in their positive impact over the long term. It 

pays to remember the old management saying that, in order to effectively communicate 

an important message, once is not enough. We need to plan to repeat  a key 

communication by using a variety of media in order for employees to fully understand 

and buy in to the change being implemented. For example, during one of our recent 

client surveys where employee engagement was a key area of focus, our client 

communicated the resulting organizational reorganization by staff meetings at the 
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individual department level, by notices posted on the intranet and on old-fashioned – but 

very effective – cork pinboards and, to ensure a real reinforcement of what was 

underway and why, the General Manager also made the reorganization the central 

theme of his quarterly presentation to employees. 

 

Lesson Three : you’re in it for the long term. 

 

Nowadays, with change happening at warp speed, we have a tendency to think that 

organizational culture change can also happen very quickly. The reality is that 

successful, long-lasting change demands a considerable investment in time. Your 

organizational culture is the result of values, 

beliefs and behaviours that have been 

embedded for many years. In order to change 

them Senior Management has to be doggedly 

willing to persist over the long term, frequently 

three or more years. The diagram on the left 

gives a good idea of the path to success which 

will always take you through stages of 

resistance and chaos before arriving at the 

final embracing of your target culture. Because 

we do not have a magic switch to be able to 

instantly arrive at our desired culture, we need 

to use many and varied approaches to kick 

start and then to continue our culture change 

journey. Almost immediately we will encounter 

passive resistance to what we are trying to do. 

Employees will not fully engage in new 

behaviours, but will not necessarily openly 

express their disagreement. If your Senior Management team is determined and 

persistent, you will start to encounter active resistance in the form of individuals and 

whole departments putting various obstacles in the way of rolling out necessary 

changes. It is at this stage of active resistance that many Senior Management teams 

give up by failing to show the necessary level of managerial courage. Success in 

changing organizational culture and the key indicators such as employee engagement 

which are culture driven is only achieved by Senior Management teams that stay on 

course toward their objectives, whilst at the same time showing the flexibility to adapt 

and change their approaches and actions. This is much like the skipper of a long-

distance sailboat who adjusts his or her sails to suit the winds and the current, but 

maintains the same destination in mind. For a mid-size organization, culture change will 

not be really visible until two or three years after the initial survey and may take several 
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years to fully achieve. This explains one of the main reasons that programs to improve 

employee engagement and overall organizational culture frequently end in either only 

partial success or even outright failure. Too often  Senior Managers, when faced with 

initial resistance and the frequently glacial pace of change, simply give up. They may 

often give rationalizations and excuses such as « Our industry is a special case. We 

have a special culture which cannot be changed. » Harvard Business School has often 

looked at this phenomenon and their studies show that as many as seven out of ten 

culture change programs fail because the Senior Management team lost interest and 

focus. 

 

To sum up: if you want to measure and improve the level of employee engagement in 

your organization, focus at the deeper causal level of your organizational culture. Then, 

once you are committed to changing and optimizing your culture, make sure you 

communicate effectively at all stages of your project, from launch to the survey itself and 

then throughout the complete post-survey period, which may be several years. Finally, 

patience, persistence and high doses of managerial courage will be the critical 

guarantors of your success.  

 

Colin Newhouse; Senior Associate, Human Synergistics Canada. 

 

 


