“Workplace Glass Half-Full”

The results of a Washington State employee survey was on the front page. “Despite downturn, survey finds more satisfaction than in 2007.” The story noted, “Workers in general were slightly more satisfied working for the state last year than in 2007, a year when some workers got double digit pay increases and government was adding thousands of jobs in the midst of an economic expansion.” The context today is different. While the federal government did send some stimulus money as a temporary life raft, Washington faces a $2.8 billion deficit for 2010 and it is hard to see how they will make cuts without cutting state employees. 

The statewide average score for the 2009 survey was 3.84. Based on a 1-5 scale, this is a good score. And it was indeed higher than 3.8 average in 2007, albeit a very slight improvement.

But there is something that does not seem to make sense as this story is framed. In the face of job insecurity, why would scores be higher?  So we need to take a look the details of what was measured and how this survey was conducted.

Reporter Shannon does a great job in presenting the information sophisticated readers need: The Department of Personnel surveyed general-government workers and received 37,882 completed surveys—a 59 percent response rate. He also provided a link to the survey details: 

http://wwww.dop.wa.gov

This is an impressive response rate—pretty much as good as it gets.  But that does not stop those who disagree with the results from weighing in with criticism. The head of one of the employee unions reportedly questioned the methodology and that the 59 percent response rate is unheard of.  Thank you! It is nice to have a real world example of: “when you disagree with the results, impugn the methodology.”

It is valid to question results but this criticism of a good response rate appears too desperate to me.  A more subtle point, however, could be made. As good as this response rate is, it is possible that those most angry and disaffected opted not to complete the survey; if they had, the average might have been slightly lower. But there is no way to know whether there is a systematic bias in terms of who participated. Given the pattern over three surveys, I am content to take these results as a fairly accurate picture.


Next, we need to look at the survey questions before we can conclude that the state workers are happy campers in the face of the economic downturn. 

The state presented the results in its report posted on its website.  This is a great example of full disclosure: the exact questions, the exact scale used, and results presented for 2006, 2007 and 2009 surveys.  The scale used conforms to best practices in survey design: a 5-point scale, with soft ends:

Almost Never/Never (1) Seldom (2) Occasionally (3) Usually (4) Almost Always/Always (5)

This report also does something I really like in reporting the results. In addition to showing the means, they provide the percent who answered 4 or 5 (the most positive categories) on the scale. This gives a better picture than providing a mean with a standard deviation. I really like this! 

Washington Employee Survey

	Question
	2006
	2007
	2009
	% rating 4 or 5 in 2009

	1. I have the opportunity to give input on decisions affecting my work.
	3.50
	3.56
	3.58
	58%

	2. I receive the information I need to do my job effectively.
	3.80
	3.77
	3.84
	73%

	3. I know how my work contributes to the goals of my agency.
	4.12
	4.14
	4.21
	82%

	4. I know what is expected of me at work.
	4.28
	4/25
	4/31
	87%

	5. I have opportunities at work to learn and grow.
	3.59
	3.66
	3.60
	58%

	6. I have the tools and resources I need to do my job effectively.
	3.76
	3.75
	3.80
	70%

	7. My supervisor treats me with dignity and respect.
	4.29
	4.29
	4.33
	83%

	8. My supervisor gives me ongoing feedback that helps me improve my performance
	3.72
	3.76
	3.80
	66%

	9. I receive recognition for a job well done.
	3.34
	3.43
	3.47
	54%

	10. My performance evaluation provides me with meaningful information about my

performance.
	3.39
	3.45
	3.52
	57%

	11. My supervisor holds me and my co-workers accountable for performance
	4.14
	4.11
	4.11
	78%

	12. I know how my agency measures success
	3.39
	3.43
	3.49
	56%

	13. My agency consistently demonstrates

support for a diverse workforce.
	N/A
	3.83
	3.89
	70%


Source: http://www.dop.wa.gov/SiteCollectionDocuments/Reports/2009StateWorkforceReport-web.pdf
What do you think of these questions?  Do they indicate high morale or high levels of job satisfaction?  Do they indicate a positive view about job security or lack of concern about the looming economic situation? Do they like working for the state? Do these questions provide an opportunity to weigh in about layoffs, furloughs, or cutbacks that have occurred in their agencies or that might occur this year? Do they get to give their opinion about the likely impact to their program if there are cuts? No.

This is an excellent employee survey that focuses on the day-to-day experiences: communication, treatment, access to tools needed to do their job, and performance measurement, etc. And overall, the scores are high—assuming that we agree that anything over a 3.5 average is positive.  It is, therefore correct to interpret this data as: overall, a high percentage of people feel that positive management experiences are at least the usual occurrence. This is a good measure of managerial behavior and I see this as a positive report about management.

But this survey does not measure anything that I can readily see about the current situation, their sense of security or the possible budget impacts on their work. It does not measure morale or organizational commitment.  How these survey results have any connection to a possibility of over 3,000 job cuts is beyond me. There is a fundamental disconnection between what was actually measured and the ability to answer any political question about the larger economic impacts.

