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Talent Development 16 Surveys That Work 

by Bob Whipple, MBA, CPTD 
Section 2.8 in the CPTD Certification program for ATD is 
Evaluating Impact. Section B reads, “Skill in creating data 
collection tools, for example questionnaires, surveys, and 
structured interviews.” 

For about 5 years, I taught a graduate course called 
Experimental Design. The course was part of a 

curriculum leading to a Masters Degree in Organization Learning and Human 
Resources Development. 

In preparation for writing this brief article I went back and reviewed my slide deck for the 
course.  It was 200 slides long, and many of the slides were heavy with statistical 
techniques. Obviously, I will need to skim the surface in this short summary article. 

In the course, we studied how well-intended surveys often miss the mark and produce 
bogus results. We also studied the antidotes. 

Why Surveys Fail 

There are many reasons why surveys fail. I will list some of the more common reasons 
here and then describe the typical antidotes. 

1. Survey too long and complex – one reason for poor data is because people 
get turned off by too burdensome and too many surveys. When people are angry 
about too many surveys, they give responses that do not reflect their true 
feelings. 

2. Changes made are not evident – if leaders do not stress that a change is being 
made because of an employee survey, people will believe their input was 
ignored. The common misconception sounds like this, “They make us fill out all 
these ridiculous surveys, but nothing ever changes.” 

3. Survey not valid – incorrectly designed surveys often do not measure the thing 
they are trying to measure. Surveys must be statistically validated to be useful. 
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4. Survey not reliable – If you would repeat the survey a second time, you would 
get a different result? 

5. Questionable anonymity – If people believe there is some secret way 
management can find out who said what, then the instrument will not give 
accurate results. People will respond in ways they think management wants to 
hear. 

6. No clear objective – When people are asked to fill out a survey, they need to 
know ahead of time why they are being asked to participate and what to expect. 

7. Questions not clear – Often the wording of questions leaves people wondering 
what is really meant by the questions. In this case, you will get guesswork rather 
than valid data. 

8. Leading Questions – Sometimes the way questions are worded leads to 
skewed data.  For example, a political survey might ask, “Are you frustrated by 
the lies being spread by my opponent?” 

Antidotes 

I will list the antidotes to the problems in the same order. 

1. Make sure your survey is user friendly. Take the survey yourself and ask if 
you would take the time to do this instrument justice on your most busy day.  A 
good rule of thumb is to be able to fill out the information in less than 10 minutes. 

2. Make sure you get back to everyone who responded with the results of the 
survey. Also, tie all changes made to the survey results, so people are aware of 
the connection. 

3. Test if the survey is valid. The only way you can tell is a survey is measuring 
what you are trying to measure is to use a statistical analysis of the data. There 
are five different types of validity (Content, Construct, Concurrent, Criterion, and 
Predictive). Get help from someone qualified to measure validity. Don’t just wing 
it.  

4. Test if the survey is reliable.  This involves trial runs of the survey with different 
groups under different conditions. The survey needs to produce consistent 
information to be reliable. Another method is to use a split-half technique. Again, 
get help if you are not an expert in this area. 

5. Insuring anonymity is tricky – The best method I have found to get people to 
really believe the survey is anonymous is to select a skeptical person from the 
population to help reduce the data into usable form.  The skeptic will let others 
know that there was no secret means by which management knew who said 
what.  

6. Clarity of Objective – This is a matter of good survey design. It is not just a 
simple matter of generating some questions and handing out the survey.  It must 
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be done with care and solid logic. The way the survey is introduced (typically with 
an email or letter) is critical.  Otherwise you have garbage in garbage out.  

7. Test your questions for understandability – This is usually done in the final 
design phase. You ask people how they interpreted the question.  It is not 
uncommon for many people to be baffled by the wording.  Check it out carefully. 

8. Avoid leading questions – do not telegraph the requested answer by the way a 
question is worded. Like don’t ask “Would you like a yummy pizza?” 
 

These areas are general, but they do show how generating a survey is not so simple as 
most people believe.  If a survey is going to generate valuable information for the 
organization, it needs to be constructed well and administered correctly.  
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