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eading companies know that customer

loyalty, product quality and service
excellence don't occur in a vacuum. They
recognize the necessity of looking upstream
from their existing customer satisfaction
measurements in an integrated effort to
ensure competitiveness. Improvement tools
such as balanced scorecards, Six Sigma,
and linkage research (see past InSights arti-
cles) all use employee observations about
the workplace to make adjustments that
support robust service climates and quality
processes. But today's markets can move at
a furious pace, and businesses often can't
wait for traditional employee surveys that
are conducted once every year or two. One
solution is to use pulse surveys.

Pulse refers to a class of surveys that are
increasingly being used to supplement or
replace the more traditional approach to
gathering employee input. The traditional
employee survey is comprehensive in con-
tent and administered to all employees
once every 12-24 months. Pulse surveys
primarily differ from this traditional
approach along four lines: purpose,
content, frequency, and administration
(sample vs. census).

As an introduction, this article focuses on
the purposes of pulse surveys. Organiza-
tions may choose to employ pulse surveys
for one or more of these five reasons:
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1. Reduce peak demands of survey
administrationTraditional census sur-
veys typically are administered within
a window spanning two to five weeks
and involve the entire company. This
often means that considerable resources
(such as employee and manager time)
are devoted to survey administration.
Some organizations use pulse surveys
as a way to reduce this large periodic
disruption and still collect necessary
employee input. A pulse survey
certainly has the potential to smooth
out these organizational disruptions.
Yet, this is not a guarantee of improve-
ment because even pulse surveys can be
executed inefficiently. Also if this is the
only reason for switching to a pulse,
then the organization should first
consider other process improvements
to its existing administration approach.

2. Evaluate specific programs or
interventions. Another organizational
use of pulse surveys is to obtain metrics
of progress on HR goals. Evaluation
of specific improvement programs or
interventions can be built into a tradi-
tional survey. However, these surveys
are typically administered too infre-
quently to provide feedback that can
gauge the efficacy of specific interven-
tions or to provide mid-course correc-
tions. For instance, an organization
may have a strategy of moving to flexi-
ble work hours to increase employee
retention and satisfaction and to do this
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without compromising quality 4. Respond to a dynamic business 5. Poll on current topics.
and customer service. Surveying environment. For some organiza- Another way pulse surveys have been
once every 12—-18 months would tions, the business environment used is to essentially provide
provide insufficient feedback to can change quickly, such that sur- internal “political issue” polling.
make mid-course corrections veying every year or more is sim- Much the same way political
before the two-year deadline. ply not adequate. These organiza- pollsters provide information
A pulse survey, administered tions may need more frequent about public reaction to politi-
every three months, would pro- feedback, especially if the survey cians' stands on issues, pulse sur-
vide this information and enough topics are targeted toward issues veys can be used as a means of
time to make such corrections. that have been identified as criti- gauging employee reaction to
cal success factors for the business various topics. This enables top
3. Increase accountability for taking (e.g., monitoring the drivers of management or other key stake-
action. Pulse surveys can also be customer service representative holders to get a “quick read”
part of a feedback loop to ensure turnover as part of an initiative to from employees about changes in
accountability for progress on key increase employee retention rates). company policies, programs, etc.
initiatives. When we measure Potential drawbacks to this use
progress on goals, employees and In addition to monitoring of pulse surveys include: manag-
managers tend to pay more atten- employee responses to pre- ing the number of possible
tion to accomplishing that goal planned topics over time, pulse requests, which could lead to
than when we do not measure surveys are flexible enough to over surveying; and managing
progress. For instance, a brief capture reactions to influential the content of these surveys to
(5-10 question) pulse survey could events in the world or the broad- avoid trivial or what could be
be administered every quarter to er business environment that perceived as self-serving survey
gauge progress on implementing could not have been foreseen. For topics.
org:.mlzatlonal cha.ngf:s (e.g. instance, it may be important to This s the first in a series of articles o
rolling out a process improvement gauge expatriate employee reac- she topic of pulse surveys. In subsequent
plan). Results could be fed back to tions to concerns about safety articles, the content, frequency, and
leaders to assess how well the and security in response to world 2‘?’””?’”””” of pulse surveys will be
managers reporting to them are events, of to measure CONCerns pesed:
following through (e.g., are man- about top leadership following If you would like to know more about
agers holding initial staff meetings the well publicized ethical and ]1’: ’:ﬁ;ﬁ;‘; ”Z’g[é‘ém contact Dr. Kris
to discuss the initiative?). financial failures of some major '
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