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About The Author  

 
Mike Losse literally “grew up”  at Opinions Incorporated, the family business that was 
founded by his father Neal Losse in 1989. Working summers and part time, he worked 
his way up through the organization gaining first-hand experience in all aspects of the 
survey process. 

After graduating with a B.A. in Business Management from the University of 
Missouri, Columbia, in 1994, Mike began his full-time career with Opinions 
Incorporated, working in PDP (Print, Design, and Production), Scanning, and Account 
Management.  

In 2000, Neal Losse passed away unexpectedly. Mike, as the oldest of three 
children, took over the reins as COO, and ultimately as president.  

His “baptism by fire”  –– and a stalled economy after 9/11 –– pushed Mike and the 
entire organization to learn quickly and adapt.  

The result is that Opinions Incorporated has built a dynamic organization.  During 
his tenure, Mike has been responsible for the development and ongoing enhancement of 
the company’s services, reporting processes, and administrative functions. He enjoys the 
management side of the business, giving people a goal and the freedom to demonstrate 
their proficiency.   

Mike is committed to opinion research, particularly on the human resources side 
of business.  He sees it as a powerful tool that is often undervalued. “ I realize that many 
organizations doubt that something ‘soft’  like opinion research can make such a dramatic 
difference,”  he says.  “But I have seen firsthand how it has changed the face of 
management/employee relations and had a major impact on a company’s bottom line.”   
His goal is to help key executives find out what they need to know in order to get the best 
performance possible from their employees.  

Mike and Opinions Incorporated have been featured in St. Louis Business 
Journal.  Mike personally sits on Boards of two not-for-profit organizations: Handball 
for Humanity and Talking Tapes, recording textbooks for the handicapped.  

In his spare time, Mike enjoys golfing and fishing, and spending time with his 
wife and two young children.  
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Introduction 
 

 
With all the available technology in the world, in the end business is all about 

people and ideas.  Good, happy, enthusiastic people that know you listen and care are 
productive.  People who think you aren’ t listening and don’ t care are not productive.  

 
It would be nice to be able to sit down and speak personally with every employee.  

Not only would it be impossible and impractical, but you wouldn’ t really be getting the 
answers you’ re after… the true and honest answers that can help you move your business 
forward.  

 
It’s not your fault, but with so many 

demands on your time, it’s hard to know what 
employees are thinking about.  One thing is for 
sure.  You can’ t risk the gamble.  If they’ re not 
thinking about you, the team, and corporate 
goals and objectives, you… the board… the 
management team… and the owners or 
shareholders… are the ones who suffer.  

 
You need to ask… and ask 

intelligently.  And research (not one-on-one 
conversations) holds the key.   

 
But the fact is that it’s easy to get 

caught up in the traps of employee research.   
 
When you do, all your time… and all the money you spend… ultimately tell you 

little or nothing.   
 
7 Fatal Mistakes HR Executives Make When They Don’ t Know What Their  

Employees Are Thinking About… And How To Avoid Them is designed to give you 
the vital insights you need to avoid the pitfalls of employee research… and to learn and 
conquer the latest research approaches as you benefit from their promise.  
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Mistake #1 –– Losing The Productivity Gains And 
Insights An Employee Survey Could Provide  

�
�

“What... no gold watch!”  
 

Forty years ago most employees aspired to join a company and loyally and 
reliably work for 25 to 40 years, retire with a healthy pension, and get a gold watch at 
their retirement party. 
 

Things have changed.  Employees change companies every 3 to 5 years according 
to one survey. 

 
            The typical employee identifies more with their own career rather than their 
“current”  company. 

 
In this kind of environment, the expectation of loyalty and commitment to your 

firm isn’ t as strong as it was in the past. 
 

Your  Future In Their  Heads 
 

Almost every company (service oriented or not) is 
being compelled by competitive market forces to become 
more service oriented. 
 

Employees are in daily contact with your clients, 
vendors, and company staff... amassing information, 
synthesizing what they learn, reaching conclusions — 
conclusions that can have a dramatic impact on your 
business. 
 

Alarmingly, an increasing amount of this critical information... essential to the 
success of your business... walks out the door every night at closing time. 

 
Sometimes it doesn’ t come back... and you feel the downside... 
 

Turnover  And Lack Of Engagement 
 

The downside typically takes 2 forms... the first is the most obvious: turnover.  
 
A critical employee turns in their resignation... you’ re devastated... 
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You’ve invested in that employee, gone out of your way to make them a part of 
the team, maybe even promoted them a few times, given them raises that show your 
appreciation and now you have 2 weeks to figure out 
how to replace them. 

 
The pain is real and immediate... emotional 

and financial... your managers are scrambling to 
cover the gap... while cranking up the search process 
to find a replacement. 

 
And it costs you thousands... probably much 

more than you think... and even with all the trauma 
and financial pain, it may be less costly than the other downside... 

 
Lack of Engagement 

 
  OK, you have a thousand employees and a few leave... even if they are key 
people... your business probably survives. 
 

Some thrashing, some financial pain... but you recover.  
 
Imagine if the remaining employees are working at diminished productivity... 

showing what I call “ lack of engagement.”   One thousand people all working at only 75% 
of capacity... mathematically that is like having 250 of your people stay home every day. 

 
The consequences of that could be tragic... and like carbon monoxide seeping into 

a bedroom, the results can be fatal before anyone is aware there is a problem. 
 

 Mistakes are going to be more frequent.  The cost of those mistakes will be 
higher.  You are going to miss opportunities to improve.  You are going to miss those 
flashes of insight that could take your business in a whole new profitable direction. 
  

If the voice in your employee’s head says, “Oh, nobody would care what I say 
anyway!”…they probably won’ t make the breakthrough suggestion that will improve the 
efficiency of your operation, transform your marketing approach, substantially reduce 
your purchasing costs, improve the quality of your service, and so on. 

 
Those great thoughts are locked in their head, just behind the concerns, 

resentments and yes, even hostility that they find hard to verbalize but easy to dwell on.  
 

And while your employees appear to be working hard... they all may not be 
working smart.  Like carbon monoxide, you’ ll never know what’s going on until it is too 
late, unless you take steps to understand what your employees think.   
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But I t Costs Too Much! 
 

One of the major reasons executives don’ t survey their employees is that they 
think it costs too much. 
 

Just about any “ feel good” idea comes under price scrutiny these days... but the 
employee survey stands up very well if you know how to execute it and develop action 
plans based on what you learn. 

 
Could you make better decisions if you had a better idea of what your employees 

really thought about these aspects of their work environment, job, or manager(s): 
 

Communication Ethics/Diversity 
Working Conditions Upper Management 

Compensation & Benefits Goal Setting and Orientation 
Job Satisfaction Supervision 

Recognition, Rewards, & Promotions Human Resources 
Trust and Truthfulness Teamwork 
Policies and Procedures Quality 
Customer Satisfaction Performance 

Malicious Employee Behavior Training & Career Development 
 

A good employee survey typically pays for itself if it can help prevent one 
employee from leaving... and the benefits multiply as you improve engagement and 
productivity throughout your entire organization.  

 
Surpr ise? 

 
One client was shocked to learn that a “big issue”  

was the lack of a drinking fountain near a manufacturing 
area.  A relatively minor expense corrected that problem. 
The results were highly visible.  The employees felt 
“ listened to”  and their engagement level improved.   

 
It is not uncommon for a good survey to produce 

dozens of insights like this that, once resolved (easily and 
quickly), have a powerful effect on productivity and 
morale. 

 
CONCLUSION: Today, unless you per form a competent employee 
survey on a regular  basis, you run the r isk of being caught off-guard.  
 
I f you think that could be the case, please request “ 9 Warning Signs 
You Are About To Get Blindsided By Employee Issues”  by sending an 
email to Blindsided@EmployeeWarningSigns.com. 
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Mistake #2 –– Doing A Survey And Not Acting On 
What You Learn From Your Employees  

�
�

Losing the trust of your employees is a devastating but all-too-common outcome 
of a survey. 

 
If you don’ t do a survey, your employees think, “ I am not sure whether this 

company really cares what I think.”   
 
 If you do a survey and don’ t act on the 

information it uncovers, then your employees think, 
“They know what I think and they just don’ t care.”    
 

That’s just a real slap across the face.  That’s 
just absolutely coming right out and saying to your 
employees, “What you think is irrelevant to me.”    
 

If your marriage partner told you, “ I really 
don’ t care what you think,”  there would be some loss 
of trust in that relationship.  If something better came 
along that looked more attractive, your partner might 
be inclined to look.   
 

The result... they either leave or they disengage. 
Their thought is, “ If they don’ t care, I don’ t care.  It is a job.  I go in.  I put in my time.  I 
get paid.  Who cares?  Are we wasting the company’s money?  Who cares?”    
 

Do You Earn Enough? 
 

Many poorly crafted surveys ask this question1… or something like it. 
 
You can see the problem... have you ever seen an employee that thought they 

were earning enough?    
 
It happens but it’s rare. 
 
And most think they should be earning more. 
 

���������������������������������������� �
1  Well-designed surveys rarely ask questions, they ask for degrees of agreement or disagreement with a 
statement. 
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The only action you can take that will solve this problem is to give every 
employee a raise... usually not a good business decision. 

 
A Better  Question 

 
 In this case, a better question to ask is: 

 
My total pay compares favorably with the pay of our 
competitor’s employees doing similar jobs.  Strongly Disagree 
… Disagree … Neither Agree nor Disagree … Agree … 
Strongly Agree. 

 
If it turns out your people feel underpaid you can show them 

industry data that “validates”  your pay scale and show that, for 
example, they are paid higher than 70% of employees in similar jobs. 

 
This can be an effective way to deal with a perception that 

they are underpaid. 
 

Can I t Really Only Take 12 Questions? 
 
Several high-profile survey companies offer very short employee surveys that 

purport to measure “engagement.”    
 
One has only 12 questions. 
 
It might be “OK” to get a quick look with a very narrow focus, but in my opinion, 

using few questions, especially canned questions, misses the big picture that is essential 
to getting good, actionable results. 

 
 Don’ t reach for a “canned” survey... or one that hasn’ t been professionally 

developed. 
 

When that happens, the survey 
turns into a cost rather than a benefit to 
your organization. 
 

Is Management Onboard? 
 

Among the critical success 
factors, one is getting senior 
management onboard. 

 
To be effective, your survey must be a process… not a project.   
 



�

Page 10  

Senior management must be convinced that “surveying our employees is how we 
manage this company... how we find out what we need to know and act on it.”   
 

I have a client right now that is doing a kickoff meeting soon for her survey.  She 
has agreed to include a strategic survey design workshop. 

 
In that session we ask management to identify the strategic questions they would 

like to answer. 
 
We are then able to take their needs and translate those 

into a survey instrument that includes validated questions that 
will be well understood by their employees and answered in a 
way that gives actionable data... not something that the 
average manager knows how to do. 

 
When Surveys Fail 

 
Simply said, one of the main reasons surveys fail is 

when employees see no actions coming from the survey. 
 
Too often this happens because your survey failed to 

“dig deep” to find that actionable information because whoever 
designed your survey just didn’ t do a good job.   
 

Your fault in it is not telling them what you are trying to 
find out.   
 

Their fault in it is not having the skills or knowledge to ask you the right 
questions that would help you get to that critical information.  
 
CONCLUSION: Too often today’s employee survey amounts to little more than “ lip 
service.”   Unfor tunately, surveying your  employees and not taking action can cost 
more than just the pr ice of the survey and may prompt unwelcome turnover  of good 

employees... employees you can’ t afford to lose.  
 
I f you think this is an issue for  you, request our  document, “ 5 Ways To 
Get The Best Actionable Information From Your Survey”  by sending an 
email to ActionableInfo@EmployeeWarningSigns.com.  
 

 
 

 
�
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Mistake #3 –– Falling Prey To A Survey That Is 
Pr imar ily Intended To Sell You  
Follow-On Consulting Services 

 
 

Employee surveys require an investment. 
 

One that the company oftentimes is reluctant to make… or eager to reduce. 
 

Enter the “ friendly”  consulting organization. It could be somebody that is doing 
work for you now… or it could be just an outside firm. 
 

They will perform a comprehensive employee survey for a 
fraction of the estimates you have already obtained… sometimes even 
free! 
 

Your savings will be tens of thousands of dollars. 
 

Sounds simple… shaving a bundle off the cost of a survey… 
 

Good idea? 
 

Rarely! 
 

The first question to ask is, “Can the organization offering us the 
free survey benefit or profit in some way (consulting business) based on 
the results?”  
 

Hammer Nail? 
 

If your answer is yes, there is a high probability that 
there will be a built-in bias for the conclusions reached... 
conclusions that probably recommend that you buy their 
services. 
 

The old adage, “ to the man with only a hammer, every 
problem looks like a nail”  rings true. 
 

The backside of the bias is that there are probably going to be critical employee 
issues (maybe the most critical ones for you) that will go undetected. 
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One Size Fits All 

 
Many of the “ free”  or “ inexpensive”  surveys are “cookie cutter”  approaches to the 

problem. 
 

The downside is that they are (in addition to their other failings) likely to miss 
certain critical factors exclusive to your market, your 
industry, or your labor base. 

 
A Funny Story 

 
A man was on his hands and knees, directly 

underneath a street lamp, looking intensely for 
something.  

 
A police officer approached and asked if he 

could help.  
 
The man said, “Yes... I’m looking for my 

contact lens... it just popped out!”   
 

“Where exactly were you standing when you lost it?”  the officer asked.  
 
The man gestured and said, “About half a block down the street.”   
 
Puzzled, the officer asked, “Then why are you looking here?”   
 
The man replied, “Because the light is better!”   
 
This amusing story sadly tells the tale of too many employee surveys.  When this 

happens, it impedes your ability to develop actionable information... information you 
can do something about. 

 
If the key dimensions of your burning issues are outside the consulting expertise 

of the organization, you’ re likely to wind up working on the wrong problem… or not 
knowing what to work on at all!  

 
What About The Science? 

 
Many surveys used as a selling tool can be lacking in science… and as a result 

give you misleading information. 
 
One company used a survey that was not properly validated.  They made action 

plans and managerial changes based on the data.  Those action plans (based on bogus 



�

Page 13  

data) put the company in more hot water with their employees than they were in prior to 
the survey.  

 
If the company proposing your survey is a consulting company, they may be 

offering you a cookie-cutter kind of an approach… pulling up their “standard”  survey and 
changing a few words to “customize”  it for you. 

 
Learn to recognize the “ loss leader”  that gets the consulting firm in the door… 

you may need their consulting, but letting them do the survey and interpret the results 
may be charting your course to troubled waters. 

 
If you hear the following phrases, be forewarned that you might be in for a 

substandard look at what your employees are 
thinking: 

 
 “We will give you this really good 

price because, after all, you are a current 
client of ours.”   “We want to show you how 
good our services are…”  “We have exactly 
what you need!”  

  
I t’s Not Your Fault I f You’ve  
Been Pulled In On This One! 

 
It sounds like a good way to save 

money… and the firm may have an excellent reputation… even a trusted relationship 
with your company. 
 

Often it is very well intentioned on the part of the consulting organization.  But 
they just don’ t realize that they are outside of their expertise.  Giving them the benefit of 
the doubt, it’s sincere but misplaced… sometimes it’s just blatant salesmanship.   
 
CONCLUSION: Follow-on consulting services may be useful to solve problems 
identified by a good employee survey.  The problem is that a survey intended to 
“ sell”  you those services often looks only for  the problems that the vendor who 

proposed it can help you solve and might miss cr itical information… 
information you need in order  to determine your  best actions.   
 
For  our  free document, “ 10 Warning Signs Your Next Survey Might Be 
Only A Sales Tool,”  send an email to 
WarningSigns@EmployeeWarningSigns.com. 
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Mistake #4 –– Failing To Include The Cost Of Turnover  

When Consider ing The Cost Of An Employee Survey 
 
 
Donald Trump gets a laugh when he says, “You’ re fired!”  
 
But most executives don’ t laugh once they fully understand how expensive 

turnover can be… 
 

Turnover is dreadfully expensive… yet according 
to some research, fewer than 1 in 20 senior executives 
understand their true turnover costs. 
 

Costs vary from industry to industry, but cost 
estimates frequently run in the range of one to three times 
the actual cost of the annual salary of the employee that 
leaves. 

 
If the job is complex and requires sophisticated 

white-collar skills, costs can be as high as five times the 
annual salary. 

 
The Costs Balloon 

 
Costs accrue in 5 major areas: 
 
1. Termination Cost — Includes exit interviews, management time, HR 

administrative cost. 
 
2. Empty Slot Cost — Overtime for employees picking up the slack, outside 

contractors who may fulfill function, temporary help... and the financial 
consequences of the things that “ fall through the cracks.”  

 
3. New Employee Acquisition — Advertising, management time reviewing 

resumes, interview process (interview 5 to fill one job), relocation. 
 

4. Training Cost — Materials, instructor, on-the-job training, and drain on 
fellow employees during transition. 

 
5. Exper ience Cost — Depending on the skill required, it could be months or 

years before a new employee performs at the level of your last one. 
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A Sad Case 
 

A number of years ago, a Fortune 500 CEO I know had an interesting reputation. 
 

When someone threatened to quit, he’d 
point out that there were 14 people waiting in 
the wings to take that job. 
 

And that attitude worked then… but 
only for a short while… 

 
Sadly, that’s a very shortsighted way of 

looking at your employee challenges… really 
a denial of sorts.   

 
If this otherwise very savvy executive realized that every turnover of an employee 

had an actual cost of as much as $50,000, he may have looked at lower-cost ways to 
solve smaller problems before the employee got “ fed up”  and walked out the door. 

 
Fortunately most companies track their turnover now. 
 
In some cases, buried on the disks in the HR department is a spreadsheet that will 

tell you how many of your employees are leaving and why. 
 

 Unfortunately, that information rarely makes it to the senior exec’s desk... 
 

Autocratic No More 
 
 Companies and organizations come from a somewhat 
autocratic culture. 
 
 That culture worked well when business relied mostly on 
unskilled labor. 
 
 Today, even the lower level customer service employee 
requires expensive training and skills that are painful to replace at 
time of turnover. 
   

Even if there are 14 people out there waiting to fill your 
job opening, maybe only 1 of the 14 is qualified.  You may have 
to interview all of the 14.  
 

And even if you get the one that is qualified, there isn’ t any way you can take the 
information that is in the brain of the one who walked out and put it into the brain of their 
replacement.    
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For that initial training period, you’ re drowning in additional cost.  It is not just 
replacing the person.  It is training them.  It is their lower productivity until they gather 
expertise.   
 

I t’s Not Easy! 
 

Don’ t feel bad if you don’ t know your turnover cost… it is largely a hidden cost.   
Some say they are soft numbers… but when viewed accurately the impact of turnover is 
pretty hard.  
 

No one physically writes a lump-sum check to cover the cost of someone 
leaving… but the total expense is as significant as any out-of-pocket cost. 
 

Slim Pickin’s? 
 

Statistically, in the United States today only 1 
out of every 20 people is unemployed.   

 
If you have 20 resumes, chances are, if they 

have been there for any period of time, then at least half 
of them are employed now.  You are making all of 
these calls back to people who are employed! 
 

HR Heroes? 
 

In some companies astute HR departments are 
making a name for themselves by helping execs 
understand the true cost and address the problem… and often an employee survey is the 
best place to start. 
 

HR has always been viewed as a cost center.  By taking the lead on this, HR can 
add significant value to the organization and garner insight that goes to the bottom line in 
short order. 

 
Keeping your finger on the pulse of what your employees are thinking can give 

you the information you need to fix problems before they cause turnover.  If you could 
retain one key employee, you could save more money than it would cost you to do a 
survey! 
 
CONCLUSION:  Research shows that less than one in five senior  executives has a 

good handle on the true cost of turnover .  Most tend to grossly 
underestimate the cost and impact on the business. To receive our  free 
spreadsheet “ Unmasking The Hidden Cost Of Turnover,”  send an email 
to HiddenCost@EmployeeWarningSigns.com.  
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Mistake #5 –– Concentrating On Doing A Survey…  
Rather  Than Getting The Science  

And The Confidentiality Right 
 
 To the busy executive, the words “employee survey”  conjure up thoughts of 
distracted employees, a bunch of new items added to a to-do list, and yet another deadline 
in an already schedule-impacted day. 
 
 What you may not know is that by some 
estimates as many as 50% of all employee 
surveys may be based, in part, on faulty design 
or faulty data analysis. 
 
 Because a survey has a lot of moving 
parts… it’s easy to focus on the logistics. 
 
 That focus can send the uninformed 
company careening down a path that will 
aggravate employee problems rather than resolve 
them. 
 

This is especially common for companies who attempt to do the survey “ in-
house”  ...sort of like the lawyer who represents himself having a fool for a client. 
 

Drawing the wrong conclusions from your survey can be more damaging than not 
doing your survey at all.  If you miss the real problems and design action plans based on 
the lower priority problems, you aggravate your employees more than if you had done 
nothing at all. 

 
Beware The Flashy Inter face 

 
As you sit in on presentations from survey firms you’ ll soon see their “ tools”  for 

viewing the results and helping you “ interpret”  your data. 
 
 They are carefully designed to help non-statisticians identify and draw 

appropriate conclusions… and that’s good.   
 
But, whether you use a flashy tool… or an abacus… bad data will always take 

you down the wrong path. 
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Even though a flashy tool can make that bad data look good and gives everyone a 
sense of accomplishment… the science underlying the pretty pictures could be 
misleading. 
 

Where’s The Science? 
 

What happens when the science isn’ t there?   
 
At an obvious level, you can draw wrong conclusions 

and take wrong actions.   
 
One example that comes to mind is an organization 

that uses statistical sampling instead of 100% census.   
 
At the department level where they might have 10 or 

15 people in a department, they wind up surveying only one or two people in that 
department.   
 

The “ Rolling Census”  Trap 
 

Recently we were competing for a large employee survey project. 
 
Our competitor proposed that the client do a rolling census… a concept that pops 

up when a client is concerned about expense. 
 
A “ rolling census”  means that everyone is eventually surveyed, but they split the 

employee population, for example, into fourths and survey one 
fourth each quarter. 
 

This particular client employed a large contingent of 
statisticians because of the nature of their work… yet they were 
blind to the folly of this approach. 

 
When we submitted our proposal, we said, “Look, 

frankly, that’s not a very scientific way for you to go about 
doing this, and here is why.”    

 
A rolling census spreads the measurement over a fixed 

time interval... for example, a year… with measurements every 
quarter. 

 
This has the advantages of spreading costs and perhaps 

minimizing the disruption of survey activities, but this approach 
also has some important disadvantages that must be considered.   
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2 Kinds of Compar isons 
 

In a rolling census, two kinds of comparisons are usually of interest: 
 
1. Comparisons among respondents who took the 

survey at the same time; for example, during the 
first quarter.   

 
2. Comparisons across time; for example, across the 

first and second quarter results.   
 

The first type of comparison is essentially an apples-to-
apples comparison, because survey responses are gathered 
under the same conditions at any given point in time. 

 
Comparisons across workgroups, for example, are 

meaningful, and they reveal important differences that can be 
translated into action plans.   
 

Unfortunately, because a reduced sample of participants is assessed at any given 
point and time, these “within time point”  comparisons can be imprecise.   

 
The confidence intervals around the mean responses are necessarily wider than 

would be true for a one-time full census.   
 

Consequently, it’s harder to identify important and subtle differences that could 
need attention.   

 
The “across time” comparisons are likewise hampered by the smaller sample sizes 

at each measurement period.  This makes it harder to detect important differences that 
may be occurring over time.   
 

In addition, unless the quarterly samples have been randomly and carefully 
selected, the comparability of the sample is questionable, making any differences open to 
several explanations.   
 

What A Difference A Quarter  Makes! 
 

For example, differences between two 
quarters could be due to important policy changes 
that have taken place.  

 
It could be that the two samples assessed 

at different time points are different from each 
other in important ways that have nothing to do 
with changes over time due to action plans you 
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have implemented… seasonal rushes, reorganizations, introduction of new products… all 
change response throughout the year.   
 

In short, without very careful sampling, the across time comparisons can be an 
apples-to-oranges comparison.  

 
 The advantage of a full one-time census is that comparisons among workgroups 

have maximum sensitivity.  These can be used to identify the issues in need of attention, 
which can then be used to craft 
selective and targeted pulse-taker 
surveys that are given at later times to 
assess change, in response to action 
plans. 
 

I don’ t think our competitor 
fully comprehended that what he was 
recommending was not good science.  He was trying to kill two birds with one stone! 
…reducing their costs and spreading the impact… a worthy goal… unless it leads to junk 
for results! 
 

Can You Get Valid Data I f You Do I t Yourself? 
 
Even if you or someone on your staff is an expert in survey design and analysis, 

and you can do the science right, you have a problem.  If employees know the survey was 
prepared internally, they are concerned about the confidentiality of their responses.  They 
may not answer the questions honestly… out of fear of personal repercussions. 

 
 
CONCLUSION:  Surveying employees can appear like a “ mechanical”  process at 
first glance.  Taking a mechanical view can produce disastrous results for  you and 

your  employees.   
 
I f you want to stay out of this trap, order  our  document, “ 5 Signs 
Your Employee Survey Is Most Likely To Take An Unscientific Turn.”  
Send an email to UnscientificTurn@EmployeeWarningSigns.com. 
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Mistake #6 –– Falling Prey To  

The Cookie-Cutter  Survey  
�
 

Recently I spoke with a CEO who was committed to doing an employee survey. 
 
He had some problems in his business that he was not able to get his hands 

around... and he had reached the conclusion that a survey would be the best place to start. 
 
That’s when his problems really began... 

 
He met with a number of companies who said they could do the survey.  Quotes 

for the service ranged from $140,000 down to $25,000. 
 

How could one vendor propose an investment more than 5 times greater than their 
competitor? 
 

And in the end, he determined both the $140,000 and $25,000 quotes were way 
out of line... and he settled on a $65,000 solution. 

 
Let me explain.... 
 

The Bargain Basement 
 
 One alternative was a survey available from 
a consulting firm that had done a number of 
surveys in a variety of industries... and it was at the 
low-end at $25,000. 
 
 At that price there was virtually no 
customization except the ability to put the company 
logo on the documents and select from a couple of 
pages of questions. 

 
 Many of the questions in the survey did not apply to the CEO’s situation... that 
would almost certainly send the message to employees that management was more 
interested in low price than good, actionable information. 
 
 This was a cookie-cutter survey in its most blatant form... token customization... 
the one-size-fits-all at a price everyone can afford! 
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 The survey could be done quickly enough... but much of the information would be 
meaningless... and the questions were not in-depth enough to unmask the problems in the 
business. 
 

The Platinum Cookie Cutter  
 
 On the other end of the spectrum there are very expensive 
surveys with a shockingly low number of standard questions –– no 
customization allowed! 
 
 Because major survey firms sell them, the implication is that 
they are well researched and effective. 
 
 Well, they may be well researched.  And they may provide 
some valuable insight... 
 
 But if you are going to spend the time and money involved 
with a survey, doesn’ t it make sense to learn a little bit more about the problem areas that 
are specifically affecting your business right now? 
 
 So what can you do? 
 

Don’ t Reinvent... Really Customize 
 

The balance between cost and good actionable information lies in getting the 
appropriate level of customization your business needs to get the information that will 
help you confidently make better decisions.  It requires some skill to make meaningful 
distinctions in this area. 

 
And this is where most execs fall prey to the cookie-cutter trap. 

 
Does I t Suit You? 

 
  It’s like buying a topnotch suit... it can be tricky to get the best value!   
 

There are 4 levels you can purchase at: 
 
Level 1 — Off-the-Rack — Here you go into your local retailer, try on a few 

things and walk out wearing your choice...without a stitch being made. 
 
Level 2 — Altered — You go to an expensive store.  You find something you 

like on the rack but it doesn’ t quite fit you. You go to the tailor and he marks your choice 
up, and tells you your clothes will be ready in a week. 

 
Level 3 — Custom made— You go to a tailor.  He measures you, asks you what 

kind of styles you like, where you will wear the clothes, if you travel, about your needs 
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for pockets and so on, and then presents you with a selection of fabrics.  Some time later 
you have a suit that fits you perfectly, wears well, lasts for years, and meets all your 
needs. 

 
Level 4 — Fufu — You are sitting at a bar in 

Manhattan.  Your bodyguards surround you.  You are 
talking to a flamboyant designer in a red leather suit.  As 
you sip $28 martinis, your designer leans to your ear and 
says, “ I want to design something for you that no one has 
ever seen before.”  

 
Finding A Balance 

 
You want Level 3 –– the custom made... 
 
You save because they don’ t start with a blank sheet 

of paper. 
 
You benefit because your tailor has a lifetime of skill and knowledge crafting 

apparel for discerning clientele. 
 
You benefit from his years of experience.  He has the focus and ability to get the 

job done efficiently while giving you exactly what you need. 
 

 
CONCLUSION: Because your  company is not exactly like any other  company, a 

“ cookie-cutter”  survey will probably do you more harm than good.  
 
Learn more. For  our  free document, “ 8 Telltale Signs You Are Being 
Sold A Cookie-Cutter Employee Survey,”  send an email to 
CookieCutter@EmployeeWarningSigns.com. 
�

�
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Mistake #7 –– Consider ing A Market Research 
Company To Conduct Your  Next Employee Survey  

 
 

It seems to make sense… 
 
You want to do an employee survey… 
 
You go online and put in a few “research”  search terms… 

 
And up comes a host of companies… all extolling 

their virtues as a provider of employee surveys. 
 

The Problem 
 

Buried in that list of providers, carefully hidden 
from your view... 
 

Is the fact that the firm bragging about their 
employee surveys doesn’ t do very many of them. 

 
Oh, they do surveys… lots of them… for car 

dealers, consumer food companies, or political operatives… looking for CUSTOMER or 
PUBLIC opinions and preferences. 

 
And the mechanical aspects of the process might look pretty much the same. 
 
But there is a hidden danger lurking in their approach that can quickly (and 

silently) derail your best efforts... 
 

Having Your Appendix Removed By A Dentist? 
 
 Most market research firms that have a survey 
capability lack the Human Resource expertise to ensure that 
you get accurate, actionable information from your survey. 
 
 You want to make sure that your survey firm is well 
grounded in the skill and art of asking the questions that 
uncover employee concerns. 
 
 Sadly, in a poorly designed survey, questions can often miss the mark.  If the 
questions are unclear, employees will give answers that are virtually meaningless... or 
worse… that can be misleading. 



�

Page 25  

 
 Then, the company takes action to “solve”  a problem that never existed… while 
consuming resources that could have been better invested in the problems that beg to be 
resolved.  
 

Sample and Save? 
 
When you are dealing with a market research firm 

that conducts business-to-consumer or business-to-business 
type surveys, there is a good chance they are going to use a 
process called “sampling.”  

 
And sampling can be a good, powerful, and valid 

technique when applied very carefully and scientifically… 
 

 
But the sampling strategy that you would implement 

in a typical market research project can spell disaster for your employee opinion survey 
process.   

 
At its best it can give you a skewed view of what is going on in the heads of your 

employees… at its worst you’ ll be sent off in the wrong direction… taking action on 
problems you don’ t have or those that are not “high-priority”  for your employees. 

 
For example, if a survey organization uses sampling without fully taking 

departments and workgroups into consideration, you might have 10 or 15 people in a 
workgroup and only have one or two (or none!) that actually 
respond to the survey.  You could be basing your actions for that 
department on just 2 perspectives. 

 
Lost Nuggets? 

  
One of the most powerful aspects of the employee survey 

is the “open-ended” question… 
 
…the space where you give employees the opportunity to 

share their observations and ideas. 
 
Most good ideas on how to resolve problems come from 

the people closest to the problem.  In a typical 10-person 
workgroup, a sampling approach might get those golden 
responses from just 2 people... giving up 80% of your “brain power”  in that department!  

 
The High Cost Of Bad Information 

 
What happens when your results are incorrect? 
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 Simple.  You take action on the wrong things… 
 
…or you fail to act because you didn’ t uncover the 

problems in the first place. 
 
Either way, that sends employees the wrong message, 

because –– from an employee perspective –– you are closing the 
door on solving the problem. 

 
At a minimum it ignores the problems your employees 

have… and undermines management’s credibility and 
commitment. 

 
These are just a few of the issues that should raise your 

suspicion about the survey firm you’ re about to engage... there are 36 more in our mini-
report referenced below. 

 
 
CONCLUSION: Market research is a fundamentally different exper tise than 
figur ing out what is going on in your  employee population.  Turning to such a firm 

to do your  next employee survey can set you up for  failure.   
 
To protect yourself, request “ 36 Questions Every Senior Executive 
Must Ask Their Employee Survey Provider In Order To Ensure A Good 
Survey”  by sending an email to 
36questions@EmployeeWarningSigns.com.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
Unfortunately, there are a lot more than 7 fatal mistakes HR 
executives can make in today’s competitive marketplace when it 
comes to knowing what their employees are really thinking about! 
 
 Instead of putting your energy, effort, and money into fixing 
any one fatal research mistake after the fact, it may be time to take 
a more careful look at how you can intelligently and safely remove 
those impediments to higher employee performance… in advance. 
 
 Take advantage of the tools offered. 
 
 Learn and conquer the latest approaches (it’s easier than you 
might think), and benefit from their promise...   
 
 The employee marketplace has changed… and more 
changes are yet to come.   
 
 We know that it’s best to change with the market, instead of playing “catch-up.”  
So, instead of playing “come-from-behind catch-up with your employees,”  it’s wise to 
discover new paths to better understanding... NOW! 
 
 
 

 
To receive a complete set of the FREE documents  
referenced in this repor t, please send an email to 
SendAll7@EmployeeWarningSigns.com 
�

�
�
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