ILLUETRATICN EY ERIC MUELLER

Employee Relations Agenda ms

To Ask or Not to Ask

Tough times may be good times
to survey employee attitudes.
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By Lin Grensing-Pophal, SPHR

¥ our company has been seeing declining sales for several quarters; you've
* | already made salary cuts and are considering additional cuts and possibly
" layoffs. You wonder what employees might be thinking right now, but are a

little afraid to ask, Is this the right time to conduct a survey?

While some HE professionals suggest that introducing an employee survey during
difficult times is not a good idea, others disagree. Marc Effron, vice president of tal-
ent management for beauty products manufacturer Avon Products in Mew York, says
Avon started its engagement survey about three years ago, immediately after a major
turnaround effort. "It was probably one of the most difficult imes in our company’s
history,”" he says. Yet Effron suspects that the survey sent a positive message, serving as

“a pood demonstration that we care about employee opinions.”

Think about “the positive impact that an employee survey can have," says Iene
Gochman, HR consultancy Watson Wyatt's organization effectivencss practice leader,
An adverse environment is “precisely the ime you want to know what’s on the minds

of employees, becanse those that are staying are the ones you want to engage.”
Joseph Cabral, senior vice president and chief human resources officer for the

North Shore-LLT Health System in Long Island, N.Y., says North Shore has been sur-

veying its 38,000 employees annually for
the past three years, but it recently went
to a gquarterly survey to provide more
real-time and actionable results and to
allow comparisons across worksites and
departments.

“Dhring these uncertain times, em-
ployees are a little more on edge, but if
we're effective in our communication and
we're clear and we're honest and we'ne
doing all of the right things, it really helps
the employees feel comfortable and it
builds trust,” he says.

History Helps
“If you have an ongoing survey process
and the next interval comes at a down
time, T absolutely would continue,” ad-
vises Faren Horn, senior vice president
of internal communication, corporate
communication, at Seattle-based bank
Washington Mutual Ine, But tough times
may not be a good time to probe for em-
ployees’ thoughts and feelings for the first
time, she contends: For orgamzations that
have not done surveys in the past, such
surveys can be challenging and even mis-
leading, “IF vou don't have a temperature
to compare to, you don't know what nor-
mal 15.” And, Horn adds, in organizations
that have poor track records of following
up and being responsive to employee feed-
back, conducting surveys during tough
times would be ill-advised. “1 absolutely
wouldn't doit.”

At Rich Products Corp., a global fro-
zen food manufacturer with headquarters
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