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Employee surveys are often used to support organizational development (OD), and particularly the follow-up process after surveys, including action planning, is important. Nevertheless, this process is oftentimes neglected in practice, and research on it is limited as well. In this article, we first define the employee survey follow-up process and differentiate it from other common feedback practices. Second, we develop a comprehensive conceptual framework that integrates the relevant variables of this process. Third, we describe the methods and results of a systematic review that synthesizes the literature on the follow-up process based on the conceptual framework with the purpose of discussing remaining research gaps. Overall, this paper contributes to a better understanding of the organizational and human factors that affect this process. This is useful for practitioners, as it provides guidance for the successful implementation of this human resource practice. For example, research suggests that it is important to enable managers as change agents and to provide them with sufficient resources.
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INTRODUCTION

Employee surveys are widely used in organizations today, and their popularity continues to grow (Church and Waclawski, 2017). Their implementation varies from annual surveys to surveying in shorter intermittent time intervals (e.g., “pulse surveys;” Welbourne, 2016). The purposes of employee surveys include, but are not limited to, enhancing communication between management and staff, giving employees a voice, reducing social distance between management and employees, and intervention/organizational development (OD) (Hartley, 2001; Kraut, 2006). The implementation of an employee survey is not limited to only one of these purposes, but can serve several of them simultaneously (Burke et al., 1996). The success of employee surveys for OD depends heavily on the implementation of a proper follow-up process, that is, the use of the collected data for the initiation of organizational changes (Falletta and Combs, 2002).

Despite its importance, the employee survey follow-up process is often neglected, limiting the effectiveness of this widely used management tool (De Waal, 2014). Many times, organizations view the employee survey process as completed once the data have been collected, consequently failing to properly follow-up on the results and use them as a tool to drive change (Church et al., 2012). Similarly, the literature on the employee survey follow-up process is scarce, as this stage receives less attention by researchers in comparison to numerous studies examining the actual surveying process (Fraser et al., 2009). For example, research has investigated why surveys are conducted at all and what types of items they include (Sugheir et al., 2011), as well as the issue of social desirability in survey responses (Keiser and Payne, 2019). In addition, the sparse literature on the employee survey follow-up process is conceptually fragmented, published across various academic disciplines, and uses inconsistent labels (e.g., employee survey follow-up, feedback intervention). This is especially disadvantageous for practitioners, as it makes it difficult for them to locate reliable evidence-based research, even though employee surveys are a common OD technique (Falletta and Combs, 2002). Also, practitioners lack an extensive overview of relevant factors to consider during implementation, as no comprehensive theoretical model of the process exists. Lastly, there have been reviews on survey feedback interventions or that included such as one of other OD practices, but the most recent work was published over 30 years ago (see Neuman et al., 1989). However, more research on the topic has been conducted since then, but we lack guidance on what variables and domains in this line of research to examine with future studies. Hence, the lack of an updated review of the employee survey follow-up process literature prevents systematic theoretical and empirical research on this important topic and practical progress in this area.

To advance this area of research and practice, we conducted a systematic literature review (Daniels, 2018; Siddaway et al., 2019) on the employee survey follow-up process. First, we define employee surveys, conceptually integrate them into the existing feedback and change management/OD literature, and differentiate them from other feedback practices, such as 360 degree feedback. Describing the nomological network of employee surveys is important because past literature on the topic has been mainly on “survey feedback interventions,” rather than specifically the employee survey follow-up process. Also, differentiating this process from other feedback practices (e.g., 360 degree feedback) demonstrates the necessity of treating this concept as a distinct human resource practice even though it shows similarities to other feedback processes. Second, we developed a conceptual framework to depict the relationships between the relevant variables for the employee survey follow-up process as a change tool. Third, we systematically reviewed and evaluated the literature on the follow-up of employee surveys based on the components of the comprehensive conceptual model. With this approach, the present systematic review explores the following research question: Which variables of our conceptual model have been sufficiently informed by past research and which variables require future research? Finally, we discuss the implications of our review for future research and offer several recommendations for organizational practice.

Overall, our conceptual framework and systematic review contribute to the organizational change and development literature and to practice in four important ways. First, based on a conceptual integration and framework, our review highlights which variables research in this area has investigated, and which variables have been neglected and require further attention. Second, the employee survey follow-up process can generally be categorized as a survey feedback intervention, but is nevertheless a distinct process that deserves focused attention. For example, in contrast to reviews on survey feedback interventions, this review excludes studies conducted with student samples (e.g., Brown, 1972), and on the other hand includes other empirical research conducted on the topic, as for example cross-sectional work (e.g., Church et al., 1995) or qualitative interviews with survey practitioners (e.g., Gable et al., 2010). Third, past reviews on survey feedback are outdated, as more research has been conducted on the topic since then. Hence, our review includes all relevant literature that has been published until today. Fourth, the results of our review are useful for practitioners as they provide an integrated overview of the current state of knowledge on the employee survey follow-up process and of the factors that should be taken into account for the successful implementation of this human resource practice.



THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

We begin by conceptually integrating the employee survey follow-up process into the literature on related and overarching topics, including feedback, feedback interventions, survey feedback interventions, and other formats (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. The nomological network of employee surveys. 360 degree-, multisource-, and upward feedback practices are by definition also survey feedback interventions, but generally not explicitly labeled as such in the literature, hence the dotted line.



Feedback

In the broadest sense, an employee survey is a form of feedback, defined as a communication process in which a sender sends a message to a recipient, with the message containing information about the recipient (Ilgen et al., 1979). The term feedback is poorly defined and used inconsistently in the literature (Besieux, 2017). It has been conceptualized and labeled in many different ways, for example as process feedback (how) and performance feedback (what) (Besieux, 2017), as feedback to the individual or the group (Nadler, 1979), or as cognitive (how and why) and outcome feedback (what) (Jacoby et al., 1984). This has led to a plethora of literature on feedback, for example on how to give effective feedback (e.g., Aguinis et al., 2012) or on recipients’ reactions to feedback (e.g., Fedor et al., 1989).



Feedback Interventions

When feedback is used as an intentional intervention by providing information about a recipient’s task performance and actions being taken by an agent to intervene, this is called a feedback intervention (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996). A meta-analysis on feedback interventions by Kluger and DeNisi (1996) showed large variability in its effects, but there was also large variability in the types of feedback interventions included in the analyses, for example feedback for memory tasks, test performances, and physical tasks.

Feedback interventions have also been considered in the change literature. Guzzo et al. (1985) examined 11 different types of organizational interventions, with feedback interventions being one of them. They found positive effects for this type of intervention practice, yet their scope was broad, too, in that they also included performance appraisal techniques and access to performance data. Nadler’s review (1979) of experimental research on feedback regarding task group behavior, on the other hand, found conflicting results for the effectiveness of feedback interventions to groups. However, feedback was again considered in a broad sense, including feedback for coding or sorting tasks, problem solving exercises, or group discussions.



Survey Feedback Interventions

When feedback is solicited through the medium of surveying and transferred back to relevant stakeholders for the purpose of diagnosis and intervention, it is called survey feedback (intervention) (Nadler, 1976). Throughout the industrial and organizational (IO) psychology literature, this is generally referred to as “survey feedback,” whereas such interventions can also be applied in different contexts, as for example education or research (e.g., Gehlbach et al., 2018). In the work context, survey feedback interventions entail systematic data collection and feeding the results back to organizational members (Nadler, 1976).

Studies on survey feedback interventions are scattered across the OD literature. Several reviews and meta-analyses have included them as one of many OD interventions. For example, Friedlander and Brown (1974) conducted a review on several different approaches to OD, with survey feedback being one of them. They summarized ten survey feedback intervention studies and concluded that such can have positive effects on the attitudes of those involved. Shortly after, Margulies et al. (1977) summarized six studies relevant to this type of OD intervention and concluded that more research was needed on this technique to understand under which circumstances it produces the most benefits. A few years later, Porras and Berg (1978) and Porras (1979) reviewed four survey feedback intervention studies as one of several different OD techniques, but could not find superiority of this technique over others. Another example of survey feedback relevant for the OD literature is a meta-analysis by Neuman et al. (1989). The authors identified six survey feedback intervention studies out of 84 studies implementing other human processes approaches to OD, meaning such techniques attempt to achieve improved organizational performance via improved human functioning. Indeed, the human approach techniques were found to be more effective than techno-structural interventions (i.e., modifications to work or the work environment) in changing organizational attitudes. Lastly, Hopkins (1982) reviewed the use of survey feedback in educational settings and concluded that it is generally useful as a tool in educational organizations. In summary, there is much research on survey feedback interventions, but previous reviews and meta-analyses on this topic have shown mixed results. The majority of authors concluded that more research is needed on this topic, and this assumption holds up until today.



Other Types of Feedback Practices

Other related human resource practices, for example performance appraisals, such as 360 degree-, multisource-, and upward feedback also rely on systematic data collection and feeding it back to organizational members (DeNisi and Kluger, 2000). Due to the necessity of collecting anonymous feedback, the data for these practices are usually collected with surveys (Bracken et al., 2001), similarly to employee surveys. Therefore, by definition, these practices are survey feedback interventions, but are usually not labeled as such throughout the literature (see dotted line in Figure 1). Also, as the following discussion will show, the specific processes of these practices differ from those of employee surveys.


360 Degree Feedback

One popular practice of performance management is 360 degree feedback, which is a type of performance appraisal that solicits feedback from several sources, mostly for employees in management positions (Atwater et al., 2007). As the name implies, the vertical and horizontal feedback that is collected from multiple rating sources can be conceptualized as a circle. A full circle of feedback constitutes feedback from superiors and subordinates (vertical feedback), peers (horizontal feedback), and self-ratings (Foster and Law, 2006). The goal is to provide feedback to a single person regarding their management qualities (Vukotich, 2014). The two general frameworks in which 360 degree feedback programs are implemented are either for developmental purposes of the rated manager or for administrative purposes, such as promotions (Hannum, 2007).

Generally though, only a small group of people provides feedback. Usually, these are individuals capable of making statements about leadership behaviors because they have worked closely with the rated person. However, the effectiveness of the process is rather limited when the recipients of feedback are left with acting on it without training, which is why it is recommended to have trained facilitators or consultants deliver the anonymous feedback and support managers in understanding the data (Nowack and Mashihi, 2012; Vukotich, 2014).



Multisource Feedback

The term multisource feedback (MSF) is often used interchangeably with 360 degree feedback, even though this is not accurate (Foster and Law, 2006). MSF constitutes more than one source of feedback (e.g., self-ratings and peer-ratings), but it must not necessarily involve the full circle of 360 degree feedback. Hence, 360 degree feedback is a type of MSF, but MSF is not necessarily 360 degree feedback (Foster and Law, 2006). However, MSF programs share similar processes with 360 degree feedback initiatives and generally also provide feedback to a single recipient, most often a leader (Atwater et al., 2007). They can also be implemented for developmental or administrative purposes, for example as part of performance appraisal processes (Timmreck and Bracken, 1997).



Upward Feedback

Upward feedback is a more narrow form of 360 degree feedback and MSF. It is the vertical feedback derived from subordinates with the purpose of appraising a manager’s performance (van Dierendonck et al., 2007). Upward feedback programs typically include self-ratings of leader behaviors that can then be compared to subordinates’ ratings to help feedback recipients identify development needs and subsequently improve their leadership skills. Similar to 360 degree feedback or MSF programs, upward feedback programs aim to support leadership development or administrative decision-making and entail comparable processes (Atwater et al., 2000).



Comparing Other Feedback Practices to Employee Surveys

Employee surveys are similar to the above mentioned human resource feedback practices, but are nevertheless distinct in their processes and goals. Their most overlap occurs when an employee survey contains items on leadership behavior, specifically direct leaders. In such a case, the employee survey functions as upward feedback to managers in addition to the assessment of general work conditions (Church and Oliver, 2006). The most prominent differences between the various human resource feedback practices and the employee survey is the type of feedback that is solicited and the handling of the data following the survey. Employee surveys only utilize vertical feedback, meaning feedback is carried up the organizational hierarchy starting at the bottom. They entail formal feedback derived from large groups of or all employees in an organization (best case at least from a representative sample), and the results are aimed at evaluating general work conditions. The goal is therefore not to evaluate a specific employee’s leadership skills, but to obtain feedback from a wide range of employees on more general work-related topics (Bungard et al., 2007).

The employee survey follow-up process then entails using the group-level feedback data for organizational change initiatives. Some organizations choose to implement top–down initiatives in reaction to survey results in which management or other stakeholders review the data at a higher and aggregated level than that of single teams. They then decide on overarching action plans for the whole company or certain departments, such as the implementation of new performance appraisal systems, overhauling internal communication, or changing the company strategy (Linke, 2018). Such top–down approaches are not the focus of this review, but the interested reader is referred to different case study descriptions (see e.g., Chesler and Flanders, 1967; Goldberg and Gordon, 1978; Rollins, 1994; Falletta and Combs, 2002; Feather, 2008; Tomlinson, 2010; Costello et al., 2011; Cattermole et al., 2013).

The focus of this review is the bottom–up approach to change, which focuses on employee involvement and participation and is of a more decentralized nature (Conway and Monks, 2011). The employee follow-up in line with this approach entails the discussion of psychosocial working-environment data between managers and their teams and having a dialogue about results that pose areas with need for action. Ideally, action planning and proper action plan implementation should follow these discussions (Welbourne, 2016).

As mentioned previously, such follow-up steps after the survey are oftentimes neglected in practice (Church et al., 2012). One reason for this could be that employee surveys generally have different purposes in comparison to 360 degree, multisource, and upward feedback approaches. They are mostly used for OD or assessment purposes (Hartley, 2001). They are much less likely to be tied to personal rewards, such as promotions of specific managers. Hence, the responsibility to review the data and to implement changes based on it does not lie as clearly with managers as it does with the feedback practices described above.

Overall, there is little empirical evidence regarding the follow-up on employee surveys, and the research that is available is scattered and labeled inconsistently (e.g., employee satisfaction survey, opinion survey, engagement survey). As noted above, researchers have offered reviews and meta-analyses on different types of feedback, feedback interventions, and specifically survey feedback interventions. From a holistic perspective, however, the results of these reviews are mixed and inconsistent, calling for a systematic review on the distinct concept of the employee survey follow-up. In the following section, we offer a conceptual framework for presenting research on this topic.





A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF THE EMPLOYEE SURVEY FOLLOW-UP PROCESS

We developed a conceptual framework of the employee survey process, with particular focus on the follow-up (see Figure 2). For its development, we drew from existing theory and research. Mainly, the OD/change and organizational behavior literature informed this model, more specifically models proposed by Nadler and Tushman (1980); Burke and Litwin (1992), and Porras and Robertson (1992).
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FIGURE 2. Conceptual framework of the employee survey process, specifically the follow-up process. Variables listed as external factors serve as examples; list is not exhaustive.


Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence Model of Organizational Behavior (1980) informed the general structure of our model with its input-, transformation process-, and output approach to behavioral systems in an organization, which is in alignment with open systems theory (Katz and Kahn, 1978). According to their conceptualization, there are inputs for the behavioral system (i.e., the organization). This behavioral system consists of specific organizational elements and produces behaviors that ultimately lead to certain levels of organizational performance (i.e., outputs).

This systems and transformation view of the organization is applicable to the employee survey (follow-up), as this process itself is an approach to identifying and solving organizational problems. Specifically, the post-survey follow-up is an organizational transformation process fed with data from certain input sources, such as the employee survey (Falletta and Combs, 2002). This transformation process emerges, like any other organizational process, through the interaction of human and organizational factors and the resulting behaviors (Nadler and Tushman, 1980). Lastly, such systems put forth outputs that can be categorized into organizational and individual performance (Nadler, 1981).

Two other common and popular change models inform the more specific variables of the model; Burke and Litwin’s Model of Organizational Performance and Change (1992) and Porras and Robertson’s Change-Based Organizational Framework (1992). Figure 2 attempts to portray the primary variables and components relevant to the employee survey follow-up process. Below we will describe each component of the model in more detail.


Input


The Employee Survey

The employee survey itself produces the necessary data for all subsequent steps (i.e., teams receive their results and plan actions based on them) (Linke, 2018), hence it can be considered as an antecedent of the survey follow-up process. Much research has been accumulated on survey development and administration, but it stands mostly in isolation from the steps following the actual survey, meaning most studies do not connect this knowledge to the survey follow-up steps, creating a disconnect between these bodies of literature.



External Factors

Besides the survey delivering data as input for the follow-up process, there are also factors external to the organization that provide input for the follow-up. As other researchers have noted, external factors affect and sometimes initiate organizational change (Burke and Litwin, 1992; Porras and Robertson, 1992). These factors can include any outside conditions that influence the organization, for example political circumstances, culture, marketplaces, or even industry category (Burke and Litwin, 1992). These external factors represent the context in which the employee survey is embedded and therefore also have an effect on the employee survey and follow-up. For example, the culture of the country that the company resides in will most likely influence what kind of questions are asked in an employee survey (e.g., collectivist vs. individualistic cultures). Culture most likely also influences participation rates in an employee survey (e.g., there might be low participation rates when the survey content does not fit the cultural context).




The Employee Survey Follow-Up Process

Consistent with Porras and Robertson’s (1992) Change-Based Organizational Framework, we identified two main factors that are relevant for the follow-up process: The work setting (i.e., organizational system) and its organizational members (i.e., the human system).


Organizational System

There are many ways to think about the components of an organization, hence there is no one way agreed upon description (Nadler and Tushman, 1980). Generally, these components refer to the organizational arrangements that characterize how an organization functions. We have listed the components we deemed most important for the implementation of employee surveys and their follow-up: Structure, resources, culture/climate, and strategy. Structure refers to the arrangement of people and their functions into different levels of responsibility and authority (Duncan, 1979). As employee survey follow-up processes take place in work groups, the structure of an organization becomes defining for the constellations in which the process is carried out (Nadler, 1980). Resources refer to any organizational, physical, psychological, or social aspects of work that help achieve work goals (Demerouti et al., 2001) and are hence also relevant for all work-related processes, such as employee surveys and their follow-up. Culture and climate are related constructs, with culture referring to the collection of rules, values, and principles that guide organizational behavior. Climate refers to the collective impressions, feelings, and expectations of members in a team or work unit (Burke and Litwin, 1992). Culture has long been recognized to play an important role in OD (Beer and Walton, 1987), and with the follow-up process being a team-level task, there is reason to believe that especially the climate in a work unit will affect this process as well. Strategy is how an organization intends to achieve effectiveness over an extended time frame (Burke and Litwin, 1992), and the literature on employee surveys suggests that the goals of employee surveys (including their follow-up) should be aligned with the company’s strategy (Falletta and Combs, 2002). Generally, surveys can and should also be used to support the organization’s strategy (Macey and Fink, 2020).



Human System

The human system refers to any participants and change agents involved in the process of the employee survey and its follow-up. Leaders are important change agents in OD (Beer and Walton, 1987), and the employee survey (follow-up) process requires dedication from top management down to direct supervisors (Knapp and Mujtaba, 2010). Whereas the top–down approach to change is of a strategic and centralized nature and managed from higher levels of the organization, the bottom–up approach to change focuses on employee involvement and participation (Conway and Monks, 2011). Hence, employees are also important to the process und take on the role of change agents.

Lastly, whereas some literature on employee surveys recommends that only employees and team leaders are present during the feedback and action planning meetings (see e.g., Knapp and Mujtaba, 2010), some sources recommend that trainers or consultants help facilitate during the process by supporting managers in making sense of the data and engaging in action planning discussions with their teams (see e.g., Bungard et al., 2007; Linke, 2018). Consequently, other change agents besides managers and employees can play an important role in the process.




Output

Output is what the organization produces, more specifically its performance (Nadler and Tushman, 1980), but there is a lack of consensus as to what constitutes a valid set of performance criteria in an organization (Ostroff, 1992). There is, however, general agreement that performance is multi-dimensional and applies to the multiple levels of an organization (i.e., the individual-, team-, and organizational level) (Sonnentag and Frese, 2002). In the context of this research, we drew from the above mentioned change models by Nadler and Tushman (1980); Burke and Litwin (1992), and Porras and Robertson (1992) and differentiate between individual (psychological vs. physiological) and organizational outcomes, assuming that these two can influence each other.



Feedback Loops

The feedback loops pertain to the process of reviewing developed action plans and evaluating them regarding their effectiveness and sustainability. This helps create accountability and guide future decisions regarding readjustment of action plans or the necessity to develop additional action plans based on the current survey cycle (see smaller loop circling back to the follow-up process in Figure 2; Bungard et al., 2007).

The second loop connects back to a new survey cycle, restarting the process of action plan development based on newly collected data (see Figure 2). This feedback loop informs the future survey and follow-up process in that new action plans can be informed by the outcomes of previous action plans. For example, if an action plan was not successfully implemented, an additional action might be developed. Also, past research has shown that previous experiences with change initiatives can shape attitudes toward future change initiatives, such as levels of trust in future change programs (Bordia et al., 2011). More specifically, past research suggests that the quality of handling survey data and conducting a follow-up process might influence attitudes toward future surveys, including perceptions of its usefulness (Thompson and Surface, 2009) or the intent to participate in future surveys (Rogelberg et al., 2000).




METHOD


Literature Search

From September 2020 to December 2020 and in June 2021, we conducted several comprehensive literature searches in Google Scholar and PsycInfo. We used the search terms “employee survey,” “survey feedback,” “organizational survey,” “employee engagement survey,” “employee opinion survey,” “employee satisfaction survey,” “survey feedback intervention,” and “survey key driver analysis.” We also searched “upward feedback” as we expected for this term might not only refer to traditional upward feedback programs, but that this term might also put forth research that refers to vertical feedback.

The literature seldom discusses the follow-up process without the preceding surveying process. Therefore, during the initial phase of the database search, we included all titles that indicated a discussion of employee surveys in general. An important distinction was whether the title of the study indicated merely the use of surveys as the data collection method for other research purposes or whether the record discussed the process of conducting an employee survey. This especially posed a challenge for this review, as surveys are the most popular method of research in psychology (Dillman et al., 2014). The search resulted in 462 initial records (see Figure 3).
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FIGURE 3. Systematic literature review process.




Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA-P) protocol (Moher et al., 2015), we screened all articles.1 The inclusion criteria applied during the scanning of abstracts and full texts were that the record (1) primarily discusses the bottom–up approach to organizational change in the context of the employee survey follow-up process, which constitutes the group discussion of fed back psychosocial data, (2) constitutes primary empirical literature published in peer-reviewed academic journals or book chapters of edited books, and (3) it is written in English or German. Regarding point (2), we chose to not include gray literature (e.g., dissertations, conference papers) to ensure a sufficient level of quality of the included literature, which is guaranteed by the peer-review process of academic journals and of edited books.

We excluded general books on the matter because, as a common and popular human resource practice, there are numerous books on employee surveys, which are ultimately based on the empirical literature we summarize in this review. The employee survey process at organizations is defined by the dynamics between managers and teams, and this is different to a teacher and student context. Hence, we excluded research conducted in educational settings when it was conducted with teacher and student samples (e.g., Brown, 1972; Hand et al., 1975). We did, however, include studies in educational settings when the survey feedback was used among educational staff (e.g., between principals and teachers) for the development of the educational institution as an organization (e.g., Miles et al., 1969). We also excluded non-primary literature, such as book reviews and commentaries, because these are also based on the primary work we summarize in this review. Finally, we searched the references of relevant papers until no new records were identified, which resulted in an additional 11 records. The final sample constitutes 53 records published between 1952 and 2021.

For each paper, we tabulated and extracted the following information: Author(s), year of publication, the research field the study was published in, the terms used to describe the employee survey/the follow-up process, the study type/analytic methods, and a short summary of findings (see Appendix). We also coded all records according to which components of the conceptual model they inform. When the record contained information pertaining specifically to a variable as listed in the conceptual model, the record was coded and listed accordingly in Table 1. In addition, we coded records according to whether the study indicated the involvement of an external change agent, more specifically the level of involvement of another change agent. We coded a study as indicating low change agent involvement when there was no involvement or little involvement either during the preparation stage of feedback meetings or during the actual feedback meetings. We coded a study as indicating medium involvement of a change agent when such supported managers thoroughly either during the preparation phase (e.g., thoroughly briefed managers on how to conduct meetings) or during the actual feedback meetings (e.g., they moderated the feedback meetings for or with managers), or when they supported moderately during both phases. We coded the record as indicating high involvement of an external change agent when they thoroughly supported managers during preparation and during the actual feedback meetings.


TABLE 1. Reviewed empirical studies coded according to which components of the conceptual model of the employee survey follow-up process they inform.
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Coder(s) also recoded 10% of the studies to check their consistency (Daniels, 2018).2

Six records indicated that data was used for multiple publications (i.e., constituting three unique publications) and were marked as such in the Appendix. We suspected eight additional records to constitute only four unique publications based on the analog study design descriptions. We were able to acquire contact information from at least one author of two (i.e., four) manuscripts. One confirmed the multiple use of data and one was not able to provide information due the long time that had passed since publication.




RESULTS

In the following, we summarize and integrate the findings derived from the records we identified via our literature searches and structure them according to the components of our conceptual model with the purpose of revealing domains in which our evidence-based knowledge remains underdeveloped.


Input


The Employee Survey

None of the studies included in this review investigated the characteristics of the employee survey as antecedents to the follow-up process. A variety of different questionnaires served as the basis for follow-up activities, and there was also much variety in the extent of information that the authors provided about the questionnaires. Whereas some provided many details and item examples, others merely named the survey. In some instances, the questionnaires were matched to the specific context and circumstances of the organization, for example to a military setting [the Army’s General Organizational Questionnaire (GOQ); Adams and Sherwood, 1979], or to mining and milling (the Work Attitudes Survey; Gavin and Krois, 1983).

Overall, the surveys contained items regarding a variety of psychosocial constructs relevant to the workplace. Examples include, but are not limited to, job demands, control at work, social interactions, leadership, and commitment to the organization (Björklund et al., 2007), as well as rewards, communication, quality of management, participation, employee satisfaction, organizational climate, and effectiveness (Amba-Rao, 1989). More examples include items on response to stress, the need for work development, and perceived work environment (Elo et al., 1998), as well as items regarding quality of work life, individual morale, individual distress, supportive leadership, role clarity (Jury et al., 2009a,b).

Results by Gavin and McPhail (1978) of an implemented employee survey at an Admissions and Records Department suggest that it might be more beneficial to use items developed for the specific context of an organization, rather than general organizational climate measures, as those items improved more in comparison to the general items. Consequently, the authors suggested that tailored survey interventions might be more effective than global initiatives. Similarly, Adams and Sherwood (1979) also suggested that items tailored to the specific context might be more beneficial than general items.

Lastly, one study discussed the usefulness of survey key driver analysis (SKDA) for managers in the survey data analysis process, which is a statistical procedure to identify topics that can be prioritized for action planning among a variety of other measured topics in a survey. More specifically, the identified key drivers are most highly associated with the outcome (oftentimes employee engagement). Cucina et al. (2017) called for the moratorium of this practice, which evoked a series of commentaries (see Hyland et al., 2017; Johnson, 2017; Klein et al., 2017; Macey and Daum, 2017; Rotolo et al., 2017; Scherbaum et al., 2017). Similarly, some authors have suggested that managers do not need statistical training to recognize significant differences, but instead can deal best with their data by examining percentages of favorable and unfavorable results and comparing them to other departments or past survey results (Dodd and Pesci, 1977). However, in some studies, managers received survey results prepared through survey key driver analysis (SKDA) (e.g., Griffin et al., 2000; Ward, 2008).

In summary, whereas all studies provide a mostly sufficient description of the employee survey that was used for the intervention, we recognized a disconnect between the survey items and their significance as antecedents to the action planning process. It is reasonable to assume though that the questionnaires help participants structure their subjective feelings and guide subsequent action planning by providing relevant concepts for discussion. Also, the way the data is prepared by or for managers most likely also affects the subsequent action planning process.



External Factors

None of the studies included in this review explicitly examined external factors, but as we described in earlier sections, such are complex and difficult to define and measure. One important factor to consider could be, for example, the national culture in which the organization is embedded. None of the empirical studies examined the employee survey follow-up process from a cross-national perspective, but our review yielded studies conducted in Australia, Germany, Finland, South Africa, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Also, the studies included in this review were implemented in a variety of different industries, as for example military, banking, schools, hospitals, manufacturing, and mining, but none of them examined effects across different industries. Therefore, our results suggest that the role of external factors is yet to be explored in the context of employee surveys and their follow-up.




The Employee Survey Follow-Up Process


Organizational System


Structure

The classic structure for the implementation of employee surveys is the waterfall design in work families. Within this approach, higher level feedback sessions serve as role models for lower level work groups, and results are presented to and in the according work families (i.e., a manager with her/his subordinates) (Nadler, 1980). Most reviewed intervention studies made use of this model (see Table 1); Adams and Sherwood (1979) for example reported some improvements following an employee survey conducted in a military setting with strong hierarchical structures, which matched the classic waterfall and work family design.

However, some researchers have suggested the superiority of other structure models for survey feedback meetings. For example, Alderfer and Ferriss (1972) found that higher level managers denied their problems in feedback meetings, while exhibiting a decline in workplace morale. The authors suggested that the traditional work family model might not be the most effective way to conduct survey feedback meetings, as it might lack psychological safety for participants. Instead, it could be useful to first conduct peer meetings, which can be followed by work family meetings. One year later, Alderfer and Holbrook (1973) followed up with a study in which they implemented a peer-/intergroup model instead of a work family design with which they found some positive effects: Individuals that shared a common organizational fate, for instance because they had similar tasks, but they did not have direct authority relationships, were brought together for the employee survey follow-up meetings. Managers also met among each other, and these meetings were followed-up by intergroup sessions in which members of the different systems at different levels of authority interacted. The authors proposed that there might be less hesitance of employees to speak up in such meetings because direct managers are not present.

Eklöf et al. (2004) compared other types of structure models during which feedback was provided by a trained ergonomist: Individually to each person in the group, to only the group supervisors, and to the entire group with the supervisor present. Results suggested potential benefits in giving feedback to only supervisors. This was the most cost effective intervention group, as it resulted in a higher average number of psychosocial modification types per individual (i.e., different types of modifications to the workplace) and required the least time investment. It is important to note though that the average number of psychosocial modification types per individual decreased for all groups during this intervention, but the supervisor feedback group merely showed the least decrease.

In summary, research suggests that other implementation structures besides the classic waterfall and work family design for the employee survey follow-up could be useful, but we require additional research to compare and further explore such implementation strategies.



Resources

Only three of the studies specifically examined resources in the employee survey follow-up context. Dodd and Pesci (1977) found that managers who received feedback training seemed to conduct more feasible, measureable, visible, and timely action programs than managers without training. Trained managers were also more likely to improve employee attitudes and morale through the feedback intervention. Wiley (2012) surveyed 31 survey practitioners from a sample of large organizations, and the top three barriers to effective post-survey action planning named were execution (following through), importance (lacking attention by executive management), and resources (especially time, but also lacking training, technical, and financial resources). Lastly, Fraser et al. (2009) interviewed 18 managers from large multi-site companies that had implemented employee surveys in the past. Results indicated that important resources for the implementation of a successful follow-up process included a clear action purpose of the survey itself, senior management endorsement of the implementation, experienced leaders, and the support of trained change agents to drive the process.

Some other studies mentioned almost in passing different types of resources (e.g., time, financial resources, training) that affected the employee survey process. For example, participation in the survey intervention implemented by Elo et al. (1998) was voluntary, but sessions were held at times where shift workers could participate immediately before or after their working hours, and the company paid compensation to those who participated. Church et al. (2012) provided some qualitative data from employees who reported that action was not taken based on their survey results, and they named a lack of commitment by managers to follow through as one of the reasons. The participants also named the lack of other resources, including time, funding, or manpower. Lastly, Baker et al. (2003) reported in their study that some managers noted that the pressures of their daily work made it difficult to disseminate the results to the entire staff.

Overall, resources seemed to not find much attention in the reviewed literature. The reason for this neglect could be that the majority of study contexts might not have suffered from lacking resources because organizations consenting to collaborate in research and the research teams implementing the intervention are likely to ensure that the research can be carried out appropriately with sufficient resources.



Culture/climate

Similarly to resources, organizational culture/climate was given little attention throughout the literature. An exception was a study by Bowers (1973), in which he examined organizational climate as a mediator. He found that the positive effects of survey feedback on measures of organizational functioning were weaker when controlling for climate. Other anecdotal descriptions provide inferential information about the importance of culture/climate to the employee survey follow-up. Swanson and Zuber (1996) described the hostile organizational culture of the mailing company that their intervention was attempted to be implemented in. There was high turnover with managers routinely being fired or demoted without clearly stated reasons, which resulted in managers maintaining low profiles and not speaking up. Top management generally showed defensiveness toward the survey reports and an unwillingness to change. Overall, the organizational culture was hostile, hierarchical, and demonstrated low ability to change which contributed to the employee survey intervention to fail.

In strong contrast to this stands a case study by Ward (2008). It describes the successful implementation of a survey endeavor at Fujitsu through a consulting firm, whose methodology was “say, stay, strive.” This strategy was aimed at giving employees a voice, giving them incentive to stay with the company, and striving to be better. This fit Fujitsu’s organizational culture well, and top management was very supportive of the survey implementation. The company made an effort to share best practices, and improvements in employee engagement were noted through action planning at the local level.

In summary, only one study specifically examined climate or culture, but we can draw inferences from the descriptions provided by some of the authors. Most likely, this research topic has been given little attention for similar reasons as the neglect of resources. An organization is not likely to collaborate in intervention research when their culture does not allow such efforts.



Strategy

None of the studies included in this review contained specific information pertaining to organizational strategy, which poses a large research gap.




Human System


Employees

Nearly all studies provided descriptions of the employees involved in the studies, as they constituted the participants of their research. Only five studies examined the relevance of group composition and the characteristics of employees participating in feedback meetings. For example, Alderfer and Holbrook (1973) found that group composition was related to the length of time that different topics were discussed. Branch managers mainly discussed authority, control, communication, and conflict, whereas management trainees were mainly concerned with communication, conflict, and careers. Church et al. (2012) examined whether the same pattern of results (i.e., groups that reported action was being taken based on their survey results showed more favorable survey responses over the years) held up for different groups of employees, such as frontline employees, executives, and professionals. Results suggested that frontline managers were more dissatisfied when results were not acted on in comparison to the other two groups, but they were equally satisfied when results were acted upon. Hence, the results held up across different groups of employees.

Gavin and Krois (1983) examined the demographic characteristics of the feedback groups, including employees. For example, younger groups displayed more constructive problem-solving and fewer avoidance behaviors. More highly educated groups spent relatively more time on problem resolution. Nadler et al. (1976, 1980) found differing effects in different departments of a bank (i.e., tellers, financial consultants). The authors concluded that different approaches may be called for in different types of work units that are made up of different kinds of organizational members. Tellers, for example, have little control over their tasks, and higher performance might be less rewarding for them as for financial consultants, who have more autonomy in their tasks. Hence, these groups might have different levels of motivation to engage with the survey feedback data.

Overall, we still know very little about employees’ roles in the survey feedback process and how different individuals might perform and engage in it. Church et al. (2012) already highlighted this gap in the literature almost 10 years ago and noted that different individual predispositions might lead to differing response profiles and subsequently might also affect all following steps (e.g., action planning).



Leaders/managers

It is widely accepted throughout the change management literature that leaders and managers play a central role as change agents (Conway and Monks, 2011). Nevertheless, only nine studies gave specific attention to leadership (see Table 1). For example, results suggest that teams led by managers with poor leadership skills potentially benefit most from survey feedback interventions (Solomon, 1976), but managers with low ratings on leadership questions might also be less likely to use the feedback with their units, even though they have the most need to do so (Born and Mathieu, 1996). On the contrary, Conlon and Short (1984) found that managers with higher ratings on an item asking how the manager performs under pressure and how often the manager holds group meetings for communication purposes, were more likely to provide survey feedback to their teams. Even though these items were weak predictors, the authors concluded that supervisors who have preexisting processes in place to discuss work related matters with their teams might be at an advantage to continue such behavior within the scope of the employee survey follow-up. Supervisor ratings also improved after the intervention; more specifically, the intervention had the greatest effect on supervisor ratings in comparison to all other measures (e.g., climate or resources).

Jöns (2000) examined leadership and the type of feedback discussions (with or without a neutral presenter/moderator) as moderators of perceived quality of the feedback meetings and their outcomes. However, the author jointly examined leadership assessments (upward feedback) and employee surveys while acknowledging their close parallels. Self-guided feedback meetings, in comparison to moderated meetings, led to greater improvements in leadership behaviors, but only for groups in which leaders were rated as satisfactory, in comparison to high and very high ratings. Results also suggested that managers improved in their moderation skills over time.

In summary, the results of these studies suggest that managers and leaders play a central role in the employee survey follow-up process, but only few studies examined the characteristics of leaders in-depth to determine which factors contribute to and which might inhibit the employee survey follow-up.



Other change agents

Overall, most studies included some kind of change agent or consultant (internal or external) who accompanied the employee survey endeavors in addition to work unit managers. Their involvement in the process differed with regard to intensity, but also with regard to the steps of the employee survey process they supported. However, only three studies specifically examined the role of change agents. For example, Alderfer and Ferriss (1972) found that managers who received support from a consulting team that consisted of insider and outsider consultants were more likely to view the intervention positively and showed more awareness of interpersonal problems. This suggests that it might be beneficial to utilize the expertise of an external consultant who can foster communication across organizational boundaries, but to also have an internal consultant present who understands the specific needs of the team and can evaluate the feasibility of action plans.

We will now provide a few study examples of different levels of change agent involvement from least to most (see Table 1 for an overview). Some studies described no or low involvement of other change agents, which meant that there was, if any, little involvement either during the preparation stage or during the feedback meetings. For example, some studies did not mention any consultant or other change agent supporting the survey feedback process (Björklund et al., 2007; Huebner and Zacher, 2021). Other studies described low involvement of other change agents. For example, in a study of survey feedback in neonatal intensive care units, Baker et al. (2003) reported that team leaders participated in some exercises to foster their understanding of the data, which the study heavily relied on, rather than interpreting the data for managers. However, respondents in several care center units commented that a facilitator or an expert in organizational behavior would have been helpful to support them during the actual feedback meetings in reviewing, interpreting, and highlighting the relevant results and deciding on which topics to target with action planning.

Other studies described a medium level of involvement of consultants, which means that managers received thorough support either during the preparation phase of feedback meetings or during the actual meetings. For example, Born and Mathieu (1996) provided thorough training for supervisors in which they were coached on how to conduct feedback meetings with their teams and how to develop action plans. Then, supervisors were independently responsible for holding the according meetings with their teams. Similarly, Solomon (1976) reported that managers participated in a workshop in which they received the result reports of their teams, received help in interpreting the data, and were guided on how to develop action plans. Subsequently, they held feedback meetings with their teams.

Lastly, some studies described high involvement of other change agents, which means managers received thorough support before and during feedback meetings. For example, in an intervention study by Elo et al. (1998), occupational health physicians and nurses took on active roles by providing consultative support in the face-to-face discussions with work teams and managers, which was furthermore supported by an external researcher–consultant. The occupational health personnel also ensured the continuity of the process and kept participating in the meetings.

Overall, the different grades of change agent involvement and the contrasting results across studies make a definite statement regarding the effectiveness of involving other change agents in the process challenging.





Output


Individual Outcomes


Psychological outcomes

The majority of studies (38) provided information about a variety of psychological outcomes following employee survey follow-up processes (see Table 1). For example, a large-scale survey feedback intervention showed improvements in all areas measured by the survey, which mainly related to indicators of workplace culture, such as quality of work life, morale, opportunity for professional growth, and supportive leadership (Jury et al., 2009a,b). Survey feedback has also been shown to lead to increases in readiness to change among executives of the organization (Alderfer and Holbrook, 1973), or improvements in communication, ease in tension in organization, satisfaction, and employee relations (Amba-Rao, 1989). Conlon and Short (1984) reported improved ratings of supervisor behavior, goal clarity, task perceptions, and opportunity for advancement improved during their intervention, whereas at least a medium level of feedback was needed to produce meaningful changes.

However, most results of the studies included in this review were rather mixed. In a short case description by Miles et al. (1969), survey feedback meetings among school staff led to improvements in participant ratings of own openness and collaborative problem-solving, but other improvements, such as in communication, were short-lived. The authors suspected a lack of follow-through regarding the planned actions and a relatively low number of actions generally were the reason that changes did not persist. Björklund et al. (2007) reported that groups with feedback and action plans showed improvements on leadership factors and commitment to the organization, but job demands and control at work did not improve. Adams and Sherwood (1979) reported that one of the intervention groups in a military setting even showed a decline in job satisfaction. However, this group experienced a change in commanders during the intervention, which could have been a possible confound to the study.

Anderzén and Arnetz (2005) found improvements 1 year after their intervention in terms of employee well-being, work-related exhaustion, performance feedback, participatory management, skills development, efficiency, and leadership, but no changes for goal clarity. Church and Oliver (2006) showed that respondents who reported that their survey results had been used for action, rated overall job satisfaction more favorably. Church et al. (2012) followed up on these results with more longitudinal data of the same organization and found that the group that indicated that its survey results had been shared and acted upon, were consistently more favorable raters across all items and across all years.

Another type of psychological outcome is the satisfaction of participants with the feedback process, which most likely influences their motivation to participate in the following feedback sessions. In a study by Peter (1994), the necessary follow-up survey could not be administered to conduct a proper comparison of employee attitudes and turnover intentions before and after the survey feedback intervention due to administrative changes in the organization. However, nursing manages reported high satisfaction with the survey intervention and process in general. Specifically, 75% responded they would want to use the intervention again and 25% indicated that they would probably use it again. In a follow-up study, improvements on job satisfaction could be found for one work unit (Peter et al., 1997). Klein et al. (1971) found that variables such as quality of meetings, the person presenting the information, and the number of meetings influenced how satisfied participants were with the feedback process and data utilization. Also, ratings of feedback quality were higher when meetings were held in person by frontline managers.

In summary, most studies were able to find improvements on a variety of psychosocial outcomes, but results were generally mixed and seemed to differ depending on different factors that could have acted as moderators of the found relationships.



Physiological outcomes

Only four studies examined physiological changes following survey feedback interventions, and they were all published in medical and health journals, rather than in industrial and organizational psychology journals. For example, Anderzén and Arnetz (2005) found that improvements in psychosocial work factors were associated with improvements in self-rated health and ratings of quality of sleep. Also, levels of stress-related hormones (i.e., serum triglycerides and serum cholesterol) in blood samples were reduced at an aggregate level after the intervention, and serum testosterone (an important restorative hormone) increased. The authors also measured increased levels of cortisol; low levels of cortisol are indicative of chronic fatigue and burnout. Similarly, Elo et al. (1998) reported reduced mental, but also physical strain for one of the three departments (i.e., finishing department of a factory) in which the survey feedback was implemented.

Eklöf et al. (2004) examined the proportion of workgroup members who reported any workplace modifications with regard to ergonomics (e.g., screen placement, visual conditions, etc.) or with regard to psychosocial aspects (e.g., social support, support from supervisor) following a survey feedback intervention. They found that both outcomes decreased for all feedback groups (i.e., feedback to groups, only to supervisors, only to individual employees) and for the control group. However, the feedback groups positively differed from the control group in that there was less decrease in ergonomic workplace modifications. Importantly, this study did not measure actual modifications or physiological benefits, such as reduced musculoskeletal complaints. The authors also caution that intervention effects could have been inflated or diminished due to a variety of confounds, such as recall bias, control-group effects, and social desirability. This study was followed up on by Eklöf and Hagberg (2006) using the same intervention implementation. The researchers could not find any intervention effects for symptom indicators, such as eye discomfort or musculoskeletal symptoms, which were self-reported as pain or discomfort in neck, shoulder, upper or lower back. There was, however, an improvement in social support measures when feedback was fed back to supervisors only.

In sum, results suggest that physiological benefits can be derived from employee surveys, but results were generally mixed and require further investigation.




Organizational Outcomes

Nine studies examined organizational outcomes following survey feedback. For example, Church and Oliver (2006) found that groups that reported action was taken following their surveys showed 50% lower incident rates of accidents on the job and 48% less lost time in days due to accidents. Those groups also showed lower turnover intentions and actual turnover. However, as the turnover data was not longitudinal, causality cannot be inferred. Similarly, Nadler et al. (1976) reported reduced turnover in one of the branches for bank tellers that used the feedback system effectively. Branches that used the feedback system ineffectively even showed a slight increase in turnover. Hautaluoma and Gavin (1975) reported a lower turnover rate for older employees and less absenteeism for blue-collar workers at an organization in which consultants held quite intense survey feedback meetings with staff.

Anderzén and Arnetz (2005) found that as self-rated health ratings increased following the survey intervention, absenteeism decreased. Also, decreased work tempo and improved work climate were related to decreased absenteeism. In contrast, Björklund et al. (2007) could not replicate these findings and did not find decreased sick leave for any of the comparison groups (a group without any feedback, a group with feedback only, and a group with feedback and action planning).

In summary, employee surveys seem to have the potential to lead to improvements in organizational outcomes, such as reduced turnover or absenteeism, but results are mixed and do not seem to hold up in every context.





DISCUSSION

With an increasing number of organizations that survey their employees (Welbourne, 2016), it is likely that the topic of implementing a proper follow-up process will also continue to gain importance. We reviewed the literature on this topic based on an integrative conceptual model that we developed drawing from Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence Model of Organizational Behavior (1980), Burke and Litwin’s Model of Organizational Performance and Change (1992), and Porras and Robertson’s Change-Based Organizational Framework (1992).

In the following, we summarize the major insights of our review pertaining to each component of the model. By doing so, we answer our research question regarding which variables of our conceptual model have been sufficiently informed by past research and which variables require future research. Based on this discussion, we also provide implications for practice and offer suggestions for future research. Overall, we conclude that research on the employee survey follow-up process has investigated some of the relevant aspects, but large gaps of knowledge remain. Most of the research we reviewed focused on the measurement and achievement of human or organizational outcomes following a survey feedback intervention, which was mostly accomplished with pre/post designs. There were less studies focusing on the process of the employee survey follow-up. Some studies did investigate the process with other research designs, including qualitative interviews with survey practitioners or managers (e.g., Fraser et al., 2009; Wiley, 2012) or by surveying managers who conducted employee follow-up meetings (e.g., Gable et al., 2010). Researchers use longitudinal designs to measure change and to answer questions of causality (Wang et al., 2017). However, there may be also value in other designs that collect cross-sectional or qualitative data.

In this regard, we suggest that more attention should be paid to the organizational actors who drive the employee survey (follow-up) process. In the majority of studies, managers and employees played what seemed a rather passive role in the process in the sense that they were described as attendees to the survey feedback meetings, but their specific characteristics were often not examined. Sometimes, demographic variables (e.g., age, education, marital status) were merely treated as correlates, rather than independent variables (e.g., Peter, 1994). However, these actors are the main organizational stakeholders that drive the process and are mostly affected by it as well. Hence, they play an essential role and should receive more research attention.

Especially the topic of leadership is of great significance. Leaders generally constitute important change agents in organizations (Conway and Monks, 2011) and, accordingly, they play an important role in the employee survey process (Welbourne, 2016). Despite their importance, only few studies examined leadership in this context. However, several studies included in this review mentioned the potential for tension between leaders and subordinates and the resulting lack of psychological safety for participants in the employee survey process (e.g., Alderfer and Holbrook, 1973; Dodd and Pesci, 1977; Baker et al., 2003). This potential for tension between managers/supervisors and subordinates during the employee survey follow-up has not yet been fully explored, but instead was mostly named as a limitation to or challenge of the included studies. In contrast, the issue of reactions to received feedback has received more attention in the upward feedback and 360 degree feedback literature (e.g., Atwater et al., 2000; Atwater and Brett, 2005) and in the performance appraisal literature as well (e.g., Pichler, 2012).

Experts often recommend that an additional change agent should be involved in these other feedback practices to support the recipients of the feedback in the process of understanding the data and using it for developmental purposes. The majority of studies included in this review involved change agents in addition to managers, such as human resource personnel or consultants. However, their level of involvement varied greatly between studies, and differences between groups with and without support by a change agent remain largely unexplored. Some results suggest that some type of support for managers, such as training, may present advantages for the process (Dodd and Pesci, 1977).

Furthermore, other additional research gaps emerged in light of our conceptual model, including the effects of survey items/questionnaires as antecedents to the follow-up tasks. Whereas most studies sufficiently described the surveys they were using, none of them examined the characteristics of the survey as predictors. Related to this, another gap concerns the interpretation of the survey data after it is available to managers. It remains unclear, how the data should best be presented to managers (and also employees), and how much support managers should receive in the process. Another gap concerns the effects of organizational culture/climate, organizational strategy, and the availability of resources on the follow-up process. Almost none of the studies explicitly examined these factors, whereas the results of some case study descriptions suggest that organizational culture and climate could be important to consider (e.g., Swanson and Zuber, 1996; Ward, 2008). As the majority of research described some type of intervention in an organization, it is possible that the above mentioned factors were not explicitly studied because it is likely that they were sufficient when an organization agrees to collaborate in such research. Examining natural settings, for example by retrospectively asking survey practitioners about their experiences in the survey implementation process, could deem useful to further explore these variables.

Generally, this body of literature remains underdeveloped, which stands in contrast to research on more specific workplace interventions that aim to improve worker well-being and job attitudes (e.g., Fox et al., 2021; Solinger et al., 2021). However, other OD interventions are more clearly defined in terms of their goals and, hence, they must be carefully chosen to match the characteristics of the target group (Bowers and Hausser, 1977). For example, a team building intervention might be appropriate to help ameliorate issues pertaining to communication and collaboration in a team (Margulies et al., 1977). There have also been suggestions for interventions targeted at supporting an age-diverse workforce (Truxillo et al., 2015).

In contrast, the employee survey is much less clearly defined as an intervention tool, as the reasons to implement an employee survey vary. Research suggests that, generally, employee surveys are implemented for the purpose of organizational assessment, organizational change (Hartley, 2001), or for improving communication (Kraut, 2006). Also, the assessment of a current situation or current state of organizational culture might be to prepare for the upcoming implementation of change interventions (Hartley, 2001). Hence, the survey is the diagnostic tool that precedes an intervention and is an indicator for the kind of action plans that could be useful. Based on the variety of topics a survey can cover, the types of identified needs to implement a change initiative can be just as versatile and can target different levels of the organization (Falletta and Combs, 2002).

Therefore, examining employee surveys as change tools might be more challenging in comparison to targeted change initiatives with predefined goals. As the following discussion will show, this also hinders a general estimation of employee surveys’ effectiveness in achieving changes. It does, however, argue for the necessity to view the employee survey follow-up in a more differentiated manner, rather as a dichotomous process (i.e., action planning was or was not completed). Different types of interventions following the survey might require different implementation and research approaches than those that are currently applied.


The Effectiveness of Employee Surveys for Change

Generally, findings were mixed regarding the effectiveness of survey feedback and the employee survey follow-up process. Several studies found benefits for a variety of outcomes, but others could not replicate those findings. As Born and Mathieu (1996) already noted, the quality of change interventions is difficult to gauge between and even within studies, as any given survey feedback intervention is most likely not implemented equally well. For example, Nadler et al. (1980) reported varying levels of intervention implementation between departments regarding the number of meetings held, the people who led discussions, and the extent to which employees got involved in the action planning process. Also, throughout the literature included in this review, some employees received the survey results shortly after the survey (e.g., 2 weeks later; Hautaluoma and Gavin, 1975), and others waited 12 weeks or longer (e.g., Jury et al., 2009a,b). However, most practitioner books and other resources on the topic recommend that results should be available as quickly as possible after survey participation, so that feelings and thoughts during the survey are still present when results are discussed (e.g., Kraut, 2006; Bungard et al., 2007). Also, study durations and the (number of) measurement time points varied greatly from a few weeks or months (e.g., Eklöf et al., 2004; Eklöf and Hagberg, 2006) to several years (e.g., Church et al., 2012). Some results suggested though that the more time participants had to conduct action planning (e.g., 2 years vs. 1 year), the more scores tended to improve (Church and Oliver, 2006; Huebner and Zacher, 2021).

Furthermore, many studies reported issues during the implementation and confounds that could have diluted the results. For example, some researchers reported major restructuring of the organization during the intervention period of 2 years and generally much skepticism and apprehension of the workforce to participate in the survey (Jury et al., 2009a,b). Alderfer and Holbrook (1973) reported that some executives of the company thought that the researchers might have exaggerated the degree of problems that persisted in the company, which indicated a general lack of trust toward the research endeavor.

Related to this issue, we found that the literature provided differing levels of information and descriptions of the actual feedback meetings and developed action plans. Some studies described the intervention with much detail. For example, as one of few studies, Gavin and Krois (1983) examined specifically the topics discussed in feedback meetings and the duration of those discussions. Other studies, on the other hand, reported that feedback meetings were conducted, but the authors admitted that they did not examine how these meetings were conducted (e.g., Björklund et al., 2007; Huebner and Zacher, 2021). Furthermore, very few studies reported or discussed the effect sizes of their interventions, (for exceptions see e.g., La Grange and Geldenhuys, 2008; Huebner and Zacher, 2021). Even though the reporting of standardized effect sizes is widely recommended (Appelbaum et al., 2018), it is oftentimes neglected in research, which hinders the ability to draw interferential conclusions from the study results (Kelley and Preacher, 2012).

In summary, we conclude that such a great variety in quality of implementation and descriptions of the interventions limits their comparability and the conclusions that can be drawn from this research. Nevertheless, the majority of studies were able to find positive effects on some outcomes, which suggests that employee surveys can have beneficial effects in organizations when used to implement a proper follow-up. These conclusions should be viewed with caution though, as results might have been affected by publication bias because null results tend to not get published (Landis et al., 2014).



Implications for Practice

Even though there are many books on the topic, the employee survey process remains challenging, and many organizations fail to harvest the full benefits of this common human resource practice (Brown, 2021). Depending on the organization, different change agents or organizational actors might be responsible for the implementation of the process (e.g., internal or external consultants/survey practitioners, human resource administrators, or managers), which creates ambiguity and the difficulty of finding the best implementation strategy. It is important for the responsible organizational actors to acknowledge that there is no “one size fits all” approach to employee surveys and their follow-up. Different organizations will thrive with different implementation models, depending on their culture, work environment, and staff.

Nevertheless, some recommendations can be offered based on this review. It seems to be most effective to not only provide survey feedback data, but to also make sure that actual action planning takes place (Bowers, 1973; Björklund et al., 2007; Church et al., 2012). Also, it is beneficial when the questionnaire fits the organization, and the items are actionable for managers and their teams (Church et al., 2012). Managers should be properly involved in the follow-up process, as they are the key change agents who must drive the implementation of action plans (Mann and Likert, 1952; Welbourne, 2016). However, it is also important that managers receive the necessary tools to do the job. These tools include training, sufficient time, support from top management, and other necessary resources (Wiley, 2012). The involvement of other change agents, such as consultants who help analyze the data, can be beneficial, but managers should not create the habit of relying too heavily on such resources. They should rather be enabled and trained to understand and utilize the data self-reliantly in collaboration with their teams. On that note, other supporting tools, such as SKDA can be useful aids, but they do not exempt managers from properly understanding the data. Supporting change agents might also be helpful in situations where there is much tension between managers and subordinates, which could potentially inhibit fruitful feedback discussions. Lastly, high involvement of all stakeholders seems to most beneficial as it creates accountability and a deeper understanding and acceptance of the actions following the survey (Mann and Likert, 1952).

Whereas following this set of recommendations will not guarantee a perfect employee survey follow-up implementation, we believe it can help. Implementing employee surveys is costly, and designing a useful follow-up can support organizations in getting the most out of their investment. Benefits can manifest as improvements in employee attitudes, physiological outcomes, and even organizational factors, as for example reduced turnover. Consequently, organizations should evaluate how ready their workforce is to master the employee survey follow-up. In the beginning, managers might require more support, but as they become more acquainted and comfortable with the process, and they have been enabled to function as active change agents in the organization, they might need less resources as support.



Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

There are a few limitations to this systematic review worth noting. One limitation includes our method of searching for relevant literature in Google Scholar. One of this database’s shortcomings is that the search algorithm changes every day, making the search not completely replicable at a later point in time (Bramer et al., 2016). Also, Google Scholar has low recall capabilities (only the first 1000 results are viewable), which is why it is preferable to also search in an additional database (Bramer et al., 2016).

Another limitation is the exclusion of gray literature. As we only included studies published in peer-reviewed journals and edited books, the overall results might be subject to publication bias as null results tend to not get published (Landis et al., 2014). Hence, as previously mentioned, the results of this review regarding the effectiveness of employee surveys for the purpose of OD should be viewed with caution.

Overall, drawing from other areas of industrial and organizational psychology, as for example the literature on leadership, teams, employee voice, and engagement could prove useful to examine the variables of the model that have not been sufficiently explored. For example, research on leadership suggests that different kinds of leadership behaviors contribute to the job performance of employees, but that such effects also depend on certain characteristics of employees (Breevaart et al., 2016). Hence, leadership is an important variable that deserves more research attention, which could be accomplished by the application of leadership theories. Group voice climate also seems to be related to perceptions of leadership and group performance (Frazier and Bowler, 2015), but as can be seen in Table 1, culture and climate have not been fully explored as predictors or moderators of the employee survey process. Hence, we recommend cross-cultural examinations of post-survey practices. The alignment between company and employee survey strategy could also be crucial for this process, and we suggest examining such by conducting research in which the degree of alignment is measured. We also suggest that external factors should be examined in this research context. For example, the type of industry that the feedback meetings are held in could influence meeting effectiveness because action planning could be more or less influential, depending on industry-bound work environments.

Furthermore, we believe that research on the post-survey process would benefit from integrating and drawing from survey research, as for example research pertaining to survey modes (e.g., Borg and Zuell, 2012; Mueller et al., 2014) or questionnaire design and development (e.g., Roberson and Sundstrom, 1990; Alden, 2007). The survey itself should be considered an antecedent of the follow-up, as the type of data and data format could influence how the follow-up is carried out. Lastly, most studies included additional change agents who were involved in the survey feedback process, but future research should investigate these organizational actors in more depth. For example, qualitative data from experienced change agents could render important findings in regards to factors that inhibit or enhance the process from their perspective.

Overall, this body of literature provides much opportunity for the further integration of adjacent research areas, including other areas within industrial and organizational psychology, and for more theory-driven research. Whereas most records were published in industrial and organizational psychology journals, we also found some studies in journals of other disciplines, such as education or medicine (see Appendix). We propose that research in this area would benefit from more cross-disciplinary approaches. For example, research regarding physiological outcomes of survey feedback interventions might require the expertise of medical professionals.

Other disciplines, such as social psychology, could also provide useful insights for this research area. For example, the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 2002) or control theory (Carver and Scheier, 1982) could help explain certain behaviors during the employee survey follow-up discussions and render important findings for these processes. Applying other behavioral theories to the employee survey context could also put forth important findings, as for example goal setting theory (Locke and Latham, 1990) or fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977).

Due to the applied nature of employee survey research, using experimental designs, specifically randomized controlled trials, can be challenging. Nevertheless, we believe this would be useful to examine the factors named above in more detail. Such designs could aid in systematically testing different process variables that are relevant for the employee survey follow-up. Also, examining the differing time intervals between the survey, receiving feedback, and action planning, should be examined, especially in light of the growing popularity of pulse surveys (Welbourne, 2016). However, natural experiments can also render important findings regarding for example resources, as deficits in such might not become exposed unless natural settings are studied.

Overall, research on this topic has seemed to almost come to a halt. Out of 53 studies, 47 (∼90%) were published before 2010 – over 10 years ago. However, with increasing digitalization and the influx of new tools and ways of collaborating at the workplace, we require more research in this area to meet the newly emerging needs of organizations. This is especially relevant in light of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which has started to change everyday life at work (Allen et al., 2020; Rudolph et al., 2021).




CONCLUSION

Even though leaders can talk to their subordinates daily and on a regular basis, the employee survey and its follow-up remains an important communication forum for them. Generally, the results of this review suggest that the employee survey follow-up can lead to a variety of benefits for and improvements in organizations, but we have not sufficiently explored all factors that can support or inhibit this process. The literature yields many important findings for practitioners regarding the implementation and effectiveness of the process, but some research gaps remain. Hence, future research in this area should focus more on the relevant process variables and organizational actors involved, especially leaders who function as the main change agents in this data-based approach to OD.
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