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Abstract 

In the context of organizational development, surveys are important tools for learning 

about employees’ experiences in the organization. Organizational practice is faced with two 

main challenges to the successful implementation of surveys. First, the increasing use of 

surveys may lead to survey fatigue potentially negatively impacting employees’ motivation to 

engage in surveys. Second, survey results serve as a basis for strategic decision-making in 

organizations and thus need to be adequate for linkage research or benchmarking practices. 

The presented research aims to address these two challenges by taking a respondent-centered 

approach focusing on motivational and cognitive aspects of employees’ experiences while 

taking surveys. First, it introduces the new construct of survey experience as a respondent-

centered criterion of successful survey design (Paper 1). A short-scale is theoretically 

developed based on user experience theory (Hassenzahl, Platz, Burmester, & Lehner, 2000) 

and empirically tested and validated in two studies. It, therefore, contributes to the 

understanding of survey design influences on participant’s motivational processes of survey 

response. Additionally, the short-scale equips practitioners with a reliable and economic lever 

to counter possible effects of survey fatigue by creating enjoyable and usable surveys tailored 

to specific target groups. Second, the presented research addresses cognitive and motivational 

aspects of survey processing and potential implications for the comparability of results. It, 

specifically, examines item-wording effects on response behavior on the example of 

intensifiers in Likert-type item stems of employee attitude surveys (Papers 2 and 3). It, 

further, considers the role of the organizational setting in determining employees’ response 

behavior (Krosnick, 1991) in the response process (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) of 

employee attitude surveys (Paper 3). It, thereby, contributes to the understanding of 

employees’ response processes in this particular setting and provides practical advice for 

item-wording practices in organizations. Overall, the three papers bridge the previous 

literature by considering the survey itself, participants’ motivational and cognitive processes 

of survey response, and the survey setting in the context of employee attitude surveys 

together. The results of the presented research highlight the need for a contextual approach to 

researching and designing surveys that considers interactions between the survey, the 

participants, and the setting. It, thereby, contributes starting points to enable a more 

sophisticated approach to understanding survey response in employee attitude surveys.    

Keywords: employee attitude surveys, survey response process, survey experience, 

intensifiers, survey setting 

Thesis supervisor: Prof. Dr. Karsten Mueller 
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Zusammenfassung 

Im Kontext der Organisationsentwicklung sind Befragungen wichtige Werkzeuge um 

etwas über die Erfahrungen der Mitarbeitenden in der Organisation zu lernen. In der 

erfolgreichen Implementierung von Befragungen stellen sich zwei Hauptherausforderungen. 

Erstens kann die steigende Nutzung von Befragungen zu Befragungsmüdigkeit führen, die 

sich potentiell negativ auf die Teilnahmemotivation von Mitarbeitenden auswirkt. Zweitens 

werden Befragungsergebnisse für die strategische Entscheidungsfindung in Organisationen 

genutzt und müssen deshalb adäquat für Linkage Research und die Benchmarkingpraxis sein. 

Um diese Herausforderungen zu adressieren, wählt die vorgestellte Forschung einen 

teilnehmenden-zentrierten Ansatz, der motivationale und kognitive Aspekte der Erfahrung 

von Mitarbeitenden in Befragungen fokussiert. Zunächst wird das neue Konstrukt der Survey 

Experience als teilnehmenden-zentriertes Kriterium erfolgreicher Befragungsgestaltung 

vorgestellt. Basierend auf der theoretischen Grundlagen der User Experience (Hassenzahl, 

Platz, Burmester, & Lehner, 2000) wird eine Kurzskala entwickelt, in zwei Studien empirisch 

getestet und validiert. Dies trägt zum Verständnis des Einfusses der Befragungsgestaltung auf 

motivationale Prozesse in der Teilnahme an Befragungen bei. Zusätzlich bietet die Kurzskala 

Praktiker_innen einen reliablen und ökonomischen Stellhebel zur Gestaltung angenehmer, 

benutzerfreundlicher, und auf spezifische Zielgruppen zugeschnittener Befragungen, um 

möglichen Effekten von Befragungsmüdigkeit zu begegnen. Weiterhin werden kognitive und 

motivationale Aspekte der Befragungsverarbeitung und potentielle Implikationen für die 

Vergleichbarkeit von Ergebnissen adressiert. Insbesondere werden Effekte der 

Fragenformulierung auf das Antwortverhalten am Beispiel von Intensifiern in Likert-Items 

von Mitarbeitendenbefragungen (Paper 2 und 3) untersucht. Zusätzlich wird die Rolle des 

organisationalen Settings für das Antwortverhalten (Krosnick, 1991) von Mitarbeitenden im 

Antwortprozess (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) von Mitarbeitendenbefragungen betrachtet 

(Paper 3). Dadurch wird ein Beitrag zum Verständnis der Antwortprozesse von 

Mitarbeitenden in diesem spezifischen Setting geleistet. Es werden weiterhin praktische 

Empfehlungen für die Praxis der Fragenformulierung in Organisationen abgeleitet. Insgesamt 

schlägt das Dissertationsprojekt eine Brücke bezüglich der bisherigen Literatur, indem es die 

Befragung selbst, die motivationalen und kognitiven Prozesse des Antwortverhaltens der 

Teilnehmenden und das Befragungssetting im Kontext von Mitarbeitendenbefragungen 

gemeinsam betrachtet. Die Ergebnisse der vorgestellten Forschung unterstreichen den Bedarf 

für einen kontextuellen Ansatz in der Erforschung und Gestaltung von Befragungen, die 

Interaktion zwischen der Befragung, den Teilnehmenden und dem Setting betrachtet. Dadurch 
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liefert sie Ansatzpunkte für eine differenziertere Betrachtung des Antwortverhaltens in 

Mitarbeitendenbefragungen.   

Schlüsselwörter: Mitarbeitendenbefragung, Antwortprozess in Befragungen, Survey 

Experience, Intensifier, Befragungssetting 

Betreuer: Prof. Dr. Karsten Mueller 
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1. Introduction 

Surveys are efficient tools to gather information on a large group of people (Church & 

Waclawski, 2017). It is thus not surprising that organizations frequently use surveys to learn 

more about employees' attitudes and opinions regarding their experiences within the 

organization (Church & Waclawski, 2017; Rogelberg, Luong, Sederburg, & Cristol, 2000). 

First, such information may provide insights into "critical aspects of organizational 

functioning" (Saari & Scherbaum, 2011, p. 435). Second, organizational surveys also give 

employees the opportunity to be heard and initiate change in the organization (Burke, 2006; 

Wiley, 2012). In fact, the majority of larger, but also 50% of medium-sized organizations in 

the United States of America utilize surveys (Kraut, 2006; Wiley, 2010). There further seems 

to be a trend to implement surveys in organizations in many other countries as well (Sanchez, 

2007). Over time, organizational surveys have accordingly become a popular tool in 

organizational development (Burke, 2006; Cummings & Worley, 2015; Smither, Houston, & 

McIntire, 2016) to collect vital information for steering change and decision-making (Falletta 

& Combs, 2002; Schiemann & Morgan, 2006; Wiley, 2012).  

In the context of the successful implementation of employee attitude surveys, 

organizations are frequently faced with two major challenges. First, employees receive an 

increasing number of survey requests (Saari & Scherbaum, 2011), which may entail the 

danger of over-surveying or survey fatigue (Groves, Fowler, et al., 2004; Porter, Whitcomb, 

& Weitzer, 2004). This may potentially lead to motivational issues of taking part in the survey 

(Adams & Umbach, 2012; Manfreda, Bosnjak, Berzelak, Haas, & Vehovar, 2008). Especially 

in the context of online surveys, which are increasingly popular due to their efficient nature 

(Evans & Mathur, 2018; Fan & Yan, 2010), research has shown that response rates have 

dropped compared to other types of survey modes (Manfreda et al., 2008; Sebo, 

Maisonneuve, Cerutti, Fournier, Senn, & Haller, 2017). Therefore, the first challenge is a 

need to design surveys in a way that motivates participation. To that end, it is essential to look 

at survey design from a respondent-centered perspective that focuses on motivational aspects 

of survey design. When evaluating a survey's success, previous research has mostly 

considered participation- (e.g., response rate, nonresponse) or quality-centered (e.g., validity, 

reliability, equivalence, sample bias) criteria of survey design (Rogelberg, Fisher, Maynard, 

Hakel, & Horvath, 2001). Here, especially response rates represent a key indicator of success 

in survey design research (Deutskens, De Ruyter, Wetzels, & Oosterveld, 2004). This is also 

true for organizational practice. Kenexa interviewed HR professionals on what indicators are 

used to assess the success of employee attitude surveys (Wiley, 2012). The most popular 
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indicator here was the response rate, followed by score improvement. The only success metric 

that more strongly focused on an employee perspective, was whether they had perceived 

changes in the organization since the last survey cycle. While this is a start with regard to 

determining whether employees generally perceive the survey as a meaningful tool with 

impact in the organization, all of these metrics refer to participation- or quality-centered 

measures as indicators of survey success. To date, hardly any consideration has been given to 

employees’ perception or experience of the survey itself. Consequently, organizational survey 

practitioners need to extend their focus on aspects of how the survey itself can be improved 

for the next survey cycle concerning employees' experience. Information on this experience 

would yield helpful insights for survey research and survey design practice to better 

understand participants' motivation and response processes. Second, in the context of 

employee attitude surveys, it is especially important to be able to work with the results to 

derive insights for change and decision-making (Falletta & Combs, 2002; Schiemann & 

Morgan, 2006; Wiley, 2012). For instance, organizations generally use their results for 

benchmarking within and between organizations to learn about organizational performance 

(Mason, Chang, & Griffin, 2005). Within the organization, results are compared between 

different survey topics or between different organizational units to compare strengths and 

weaknesses. Another aspect is historic benchmarking, which examines changes in scores 

between different survey cycles (Wiley, 2012). Also, the employee attitude survey results are 

contrasted with those of other organizations to gain insights into where one stands in 

comparison to market competitors (Stapenhurst, 2009). Another aspect of analyzing the 

survey data is linkage research. In linkage research, the survey results are examined in 

relation to business outcomes (Mason et al., 2005; Vance, 2006). For all these analyses, it is 

essential that employee attitude survey results are, in fact, comparable. Research has shown 

that even small changes in item wording may result in a change in response behavior (e.g., 

Krosnick & Schuman, 1988; Schuman & Presser, 1977; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988). 

When employees take employee attitude surveys, they are expected to diligently process each 

item and provide responses under careful deliberation (Krosnick, 1991; Tourangeau & 

Rasinski, 1988). Such thorough processing on behalf of participants should then potentially 

lead to different survey results for different item wording. In organizational survey practice, 

employee attitude items often need to be revised between survey cycles or include slight 

variations in item wording strategies between or even within survey topics. For instance, in 

the Likert-type item format predominantly used in employee attitude surveys (Borg & 

Mastrangelo, 2008), the item stem may contain a qualifier in some cases. A qualifier is an 
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adjective or adverb that qualifies “the meaning [of its word of reference] (…) or makes it less 

general” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). There are qualifiers of time or frequency (quantifiers; 

e.g., sometimes, never, always) and those of intensity (intensifiers; e.g., very, extremely, 

really). Such qualifiers are used to varying degrees in measures of work attitudes (e.g., in the 

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale by Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; in the Organizational 

Commitment Questionnaire by Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian, 1974) and employee 

attitude survey item stems. If this varying use indeed affects the response behavior of 

participants as suggested by previous research on variations in item-wording (e.g., Krosnick 

& Schuman, 1988; Schuman & Presser, 1977; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), then the 

comparability of survey results might not be entirely ensured. In turn, this would potentially 

compromise the ability to meaningfully learn from the employee attitude survey results. 

Subsequently, the second challenge to the successful implementation of employee attitude 

surveys refers to the design of employee attitude surveys and particularly item wording 

practices that potentially affect employees’ response behavior. The response process of 

employees is of particular interest here. Taking a respondent-centered perspective may help to 

better understand how results came to be. In turn, this would also indicate whether they are 

comparable for further analyses in the context of employee attitude surveys, thus creating a 

sound basis for organizational decision-making.  

Therefore, the present research project aims to address the need for a respondent-

centered approach to understanding response behavior to employee attitude surveys. Based on 

the existing literature on survey design and established models of survey response, the 

presented research addresses the two challenges described above by considering participants' 

points of view regarding motivational and processing aspects of survey participation. First, it 

focuses on employees’ motivation and experience when taking a survey. Hence, it contributes 

to survey research by introducing a new construct: survey experience. In particular, it 

theoretically develops and empirically tests a short measure of survey experience. On a 

theoretical level, such a measure closes a gap in previously used criteria of successful survey 

implementation and provides valuable insights into the individual perception of survey design 

from a user experience perspective. On a practical level, it may be used to evaluate existing 

surveys in terms of design criteria increasing respondents' motivation to complete a survey. 

Second, this dissertation project examines employees' response processes in employee attitude 

surveys in relation to item-wording differences and potential effects on response behavior. 

More specifically, it examines whether changes in item stem wording affect response 

behavior on the example of qualifiers in the item stem of Likert-type items. Regarding theory, 
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this research contributes to the understanding of participants' response processes in employee 

attitude surveys as a specific setting of survey implementation. It also addresses practical 

questions of item design and potential implications for the comparability of results in the 

context of analyses and follow-up in employee attitude surveys. Overall, through focusing on 

motivational and cognitive aspects of survey participation, this dissertation project contributes 

to the field of survey design research by providing valuable insights into employees’ 

experiences and response processing.  

The following sections will outline the survey design process and theoretical models 

of survey response and their application to the context of employee attitude surveys. The 

synthesis of these models provides the theoretical foundation for the presented research in this 

dissertation project. Furthermore, the conceptual framework will be elaborated with regards to 

a respondent-centered focus of employee attitude survey design as well as implications of 

survey processing on behalf of participants regarding motivational and cognitive processing 

issues. Next, research questions derived from this conceptual integration are presented and the 

contribution and goals of the appended studies are described. After a detailed account of the 

appended studies, the general discussion reviews overall research findings and discusses 

limitations as well as theoretical and practical implications of the presented research. Finally, 

ideas for future research are presented.  

1.1. The Design and Experience of Employee Attitude Surveys 

As noted above, surveys are very popular tools for organizational development 

practice (e.g., Burke, 2006; Church & Waclawski, 2017; Smither et al., 2016). In this context, 

they are often implemented to gain insights into employees’ opinions and attitudes toward 

work-related aspects of organizational functioning (Rogelberg et al., 2000; Sanchez, 2007). 

To that end, they frequently measure work attitudes. Currently, the most popular attitudes 

assessed in employee attitude surveys are work engagement, commitment, and job 

satisfaction (Mueller, Voelkle, & Hattrup, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010; Vance, 2006). 

Covered topics refer to aspects like satisfaction with pay, coworkers, supervision, and 

working conditions (Mueller, Liebig, & Hattrup, 2007), how much they identify with and are 

loyal to the organization (Shepherd & Mathews, 2000), or whether they are prepared to go the 

extra mile at work (Sanchez, 2007; Vance, 2006). Through regularly assessing work attitudes 

in employee attitude surveys, organizations can observe them over time and potentially learn 

from the results to enhance organizational conditions (Burke, 2006; Church & Oliver, 2006; 

Mueller et al., 2011). Thus, they play an important role in organizational development, as they 

potentially contribute to important business outcomes (Vance, 2006). For example, for work 
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engagement, Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002) found a positive relationship with 

profitability, customer satisfaction, customer loyalty, sales, employee retention, productivity, 

and safety. 

When measuring these constructs in employee attitude surveys, they can be embedded 

in the survey in many different ways. Previous research has examined a wide array of possible 

survey design features. Due to the extensive body of literature, scholars have addressed the 

need for classification of these aspects in reviews and meta-analyses (e.g., Armstrong & Lusk, 

1987; Cook, Heath, & Thompson, 2000; Edwards et al., 2002; Edwards et al., 2009; Fan & 

Yan, 2010; Fox, Crask, & Kim, 1988; Goyder, 1982; Heberlein & Baumgartner, 1978; 

Keusch, 2015; LaGarce & Kuhn, 1995; Yammarino, Skinner, & Childers, 1991; Yu & 

Cooper, 1983). Such previous attempts include chronologically ordered frameworks based on 

the survey design process (e.g., Fan & Yan, 2010), considerations of structural or functional 

aspects of survey design (e.g., LaGarce & Kuhn, 1995) as well as survey design strategies 

(e.g., Edwards et al., 2009). In this dissertation project, survey design features are roughly 

organized along the general process of survey design and implementation. Survey design 

elements are concerned with survey length (i.e., actual and claimed length, questions per 

screen, progress indicator; e.g., Couper, Traugott, & Lamias, 2001; Iglesias & Torgerson, 

2000; Jepson, Asch, Hershey, & Ubel, 2005), item construction (i.e., instructions, item 

wording, item number and order, response order, entry format and response scales; e.g., 

Christian & Dillman, 2004; McCarty & Shrum, 2000; Schuman & Presser, 1977; Sparfeldt, 

Schilling, Rost, & Thiel, 2006), and appearance (i.e., use of graphics, color and general 

design; e.g., Brennan & Charbonneau, 2005; Couper, Tourangeau, & Kenyon, 2004; Dillman, 

Tortora, Conradt, & Bowker, 1998). In addition, elements of survey implementation include 

premises (i.e., medium, topic, sample, incentives; e.g., Goeritz, 2004; Groves, Presser, & 

Dipko, 2004; Kwak & Radler, 2002; Toepoel, Das, & Van Soest, 2008) and communication 

(i.e., delivery, appeal, sponsorship, personalization, anonymity, notifications, and deadlines; 

e.g., Bachmann, 1984; Birnholtz, Horn, Finholt, & Bae, 2004; Bosnjak, Neubarth, Couper, 

Bandilla, & Kaczmirek, 2008; Heerwegh, 2005; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2002; Roberts, 

McCrory, & Forthofer, 1978; Walston, Lissitz, & Rudner, 2006).  

Having created an employee attitude survey by measuring specific content embedded 

into specific survey design, organizational practitioners are, of course, interested in how 

successfully the survey was implemented in terms of different outcome variables (Wiley, 

2012). A plethora of research has examined successful survey design, linking various design 

elements to different criteria determining a survey’s success (e.g., Cook et al., 2000; Couper 
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et al., 2001; Heerwegh, Vanhove, Matthijs, & Loosveldt, 2005; Wiley, 2012; Yammarino et 

al., 1991). However, to the best of my knowledge, there has not been a systematic attempt to 

categorize survey criteria to date. In their study on general attitudes towards surveys, 

Rogelberg et al. (2001) have also described this lack of taxonomy in this regard. Generally, 

they distinguished between participation behaviors that are “related to returning a survey“ (p. 

20) and quality/quantity behaviors that “are associated with providing complete, accurate, and 

appropriate information“ (p. 20). Particularly, participation-centered criteria include 

indicators such as response rate, dropout, or item nonresponse (e.g., Cook et al., 2000; Funke, 

2016; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2006). Quality-centered criteria refer to aspects such as 

validity, reliability, social desirability, insufficient effort responding, completion time, the 

equivalence of results generated by different survey design features, correct task performance, 

and sample bias (e.g., Christian & Dillman, 2004; Couper, Blair, & Triplett, 1999; Couper et 

al., 2001; Heerwegh et al., 2005; Ran, Liu, Marchiondo, & Huang, 2015; Toepoel, Das, & 

Van Soest, 2009; Tourangeau, Couper, & Conrad, 2004). As noted above, it is further 

necessary to additionally consider a third category of survey criteria that considers the 

participants’ experience as being at the heart of the survey. Due to the conditions of survey 

implementation described above, the experience-centered approach to assessing a survey’s 

success needs to gain more momentum. Survey design research and practice need an 

increased focus on this respondent-centered approach to understanding when employees 

expressly enjoy taking a survey or what could be done to make it more enjoyable. Such a 

focus could help advance the knowledge of motivational and cognitive processes in survey 

response and contribute essential information about survey success not covered by the 

previous literature. Accordingly, this dissertation project proposes a new category of 

experience-centered survey criteria next to participation-, quality-centered criteria, thereby 

expanding the body of literature on successful survey design and the differentiation made by 

Rogelberg et al. (2001). 

On a practical level, the question arises how to assess the participants’ experience of a 

survey. Thus far, previous research has paid little attention to ways of measuring this 

experience. While the literature has stated that survey design features may impact on the way 

participants experience a survey (Christian & Dillman, 2004; Couper et al., 2001; Kaczmirek, 

2008, 2011; Manfreda, Batagelj, & Vehovar, 2002), only a few studies have made attempts to 

better understand this respondent-centered approach to evaluating surveys. These attempts 

can be differentiated by whether they focus on general attitudes towards surveys (e.g., 

Goyder, 1986; Helgeson & Ursic, 1994; Rogelberg et al., 2001; Schleifer, 1986; Sjoberg, 
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1954; Stocké & Langfeldt, 2004; Walker & Cook, 2013) or towards the perception of a 

specific survey (e.g., Couper et al., 2004; Manfreda et al., 2002; Peytchev, Couper, McCrabe, 

& Crawford, 2006; Walston et al., 2006; Yentes, Toaddy, Thompson, Gissel, & Stoughton, 

2012; Zukerberg, Nicholas, & Tedesco, 1999). While general attitudes towards surveys may 

indeed be important to understand the motivation of taking part in surveys, they focus on 

personal attributes of the participants, rather than on the survey at hand. However, if the goal 

is to determine whether a survey was implemented successfully, the experience of the specific 

survey can potentially provide more useful insights. Previous research in this regard has been 

somewhat unsystematic, often using ad-hoc measures to evaluate the satisfaction with a 

specific survey (e.g., Couper et al., 2004; Manfreda et al., 2002; Zukerberg et al., 1999), its 

quality (e.g., Peytchev et al., 2006), or the enjoyment of taking it (e.g., Yentes et al., 2012). 

One attempt to develop a more detailed measure of an experience-centered survey criterion 

was made by Yentes et al. (2012). They developed and tested a measure of survey enjoyment 

and focus in the context of the presence or absence of progress bars in online surveys. While it 

provided a good starting point, this measure was not comprehensively tested and theoretically 

founded.  

When participants evaluate their experience of taking an employee attitude survey, 

they focus on their perceptions of the survey at hand. In this context, the survey can be 

compared to a product or service that is used by or provided to the employees. Therefore, this 

dissertation project draws on user experience as a theoretical basis for the new concept of 

survey experience. Survey experience is described as the experience participants have while 

taking a survey. The official ISO definition of user experience pertains to someone’s 

“perceptions and responses that result from the use or anticipated use of a product, system or 

service” (“Terms and definitions”, para. 3.2.3). There is much debate about the specific 

definition of user experience and no consensus on a final set of factors describing user 

experience (Hassenzahl, 2008; Law, Roto, Hassenzahl, Vermeeren, & Kort, 2009). 

Nevertheless, the field seems to agree that it transcends usability concerns and adds an 

affective component referring to positive experiences (e.g., Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004; 

Hassenzahl, 2008; Hassenzahl & Tractinsky, 2006; Jordan, 1998, 2000; Law et al., 2009; 

McCarthy & Wright, 2004). In this context, Jordan (1998, 2000) proposed a hierarchical 

model of consumer needs referring to functionality (i.e., purpose), usability (i.e., ease of use), 

and pleasure (i.e., pleasure of use). This is in line with the conceptualization and framework 

of user experience suggested by Hassenzahl, Platz, Burmester, and Lehner (2000), who 

distinguish between pragmatic/ergonomic product qualities (i.e., purpose, ease of use) and 
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hedonic product qualities (i.e., pleasure, stimulation, well-being; Hassenzahl, 2003). This 

conceptualization is transferred to the context of survey experience in this dissertation project 

to conceptualize and theoretically ground the new construct. Particularly, the dissertation 

project proposes survey experience as a two-dimensional construct consisting of a usability 

and pleasure component. Usability refers to the ease of use of survey design, while pleasure 

relates to the positive affective experience of taking a survey.  

Through extending survey criteria by an experience-centered category in this way, this 

dissertation project contributes to the understanding and examination of motivational aspects 

of survey response. Another important factor that possibly also determines important outcome 

variables are cognitive processes that occur when employees participate in a survey.  

1.2 The Process of Survey Response in Employee Attitude Surveys 

When taking employee attitude surveys, participants go through a certain process to 

provide a response. The process of answering attitude items in surveys is described by 

Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988) in four steps: (1) understanding the item, (2) retrieving 

necessary information, (3) forming a judgment, and (4) providing a response. In the context of 

an employee attitude survey, participants might be presented with an item on job satisfaction: 

“I am satisfied with my job” (Minnesota Organizational Assessment Questionnaire; 

Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins, & Klesh, 1983, as cited in Fields, 2002, p. 5). According to the 

processing model, they would read the item and understand what it is asking (1). Then, they 

would try and think of what aspects of their job they are satisfied with and what aspects could 

be improved (2). Next, in weighing these aspects against each other, they would reach a 

conclusion regarding their satisfaction level (3), and finally, provide their response by 

selecting the appropriate option (4). When considering the response process on this level of 

detail, it quickly becomes apparent that differences in item wording may alter the outcome. 

For example, if said item contains an intensifier (e.g., “I am extremely satisfied with my job”), 

the judgment made and subsequent response option selected might be different from the first 

item. Specifically, the intensifier extremely would alter the response process in the retrieval 

stage, as participants would have to think about situations or aspects of the job that made 

them very happy and these would have to outweigh all other situations or aspects to a greater 

extent than in the first example. The intensifier should hence “rais[e] the threshold” 

(O’Muircheartaigh, Gaskell, & Wright, 1993, p. 553) of being able to agree with the item, 

thus leading to a different response compared to the first item. This has also been suggested 

by previous research, which found that even small changes in item wording potentially alter 

the outcome (e.g., Krosnick & Schuman, 1988; Schuman & Presser, 1977; Tourangeau & 
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Rasinski, 1988). In itself, this might not be problematic. It may potentially cause issues, 

however, when items within an employee attitude survey are phrased in different ways so that 

some items contain intensifiers, while others do not. If results in fact differ, then their 

comparability might be decreased. As noted above, in organizational survey practice, results 

are often compared between survey topics regarding strengths and weaknesses of the 

organization or different organizational units. If one topic was assessed with items including 

intensifiers and another one did not, then it would potentially cause issues with comparing 

these results. Also, organizations rely on score improvement measures to indicate a trend of 

important work attitude measures (Wiley, 2012). If an item wording was changed regarding 

the use of intensifiers between survey cycles, this may potentially also decrease the 

informational value of historic comparisons. As intensifiers are frequently used in employee 

attitude items to varying degrees, it would be beneficial to examine their effects on the 

comparability of results. Furthermore, as part of employee attitude surveys’ follow-up 

process, organizations often apply linkage research to better understand the impact of 

employee attitudes on business outcomes (Mason et al., 2005; Vance, 2006). Linkage research 

analyses rely on a certain level of variability in the data to learn more about these associations 

(Lebow, 1982). An issue arising in the context of employee attitude surveys is that results are 

often left-skewed (e.g., Braunscheidel, Suresh, & Boisnier, 2010; French-Lazovik & Gibson, 

1984; McCarty & Shrum, 2000; Peterson & Wilson, 1992; Stanton et al., 2002), which may 

decrease the variability of results (Keppler-Seid, Windle, & Woy, 1980; Lebow, 1982; Tanner 

& Stacey, 1985). Hence, survey practitioners should be interested in taking measures to 

ensure sufficient variability in the data, so that they may learn more from linkage analyses for 

the follow-up process. If intensifiers in the item stem do raise the bar of agreement, then the 

variability of responses should subsequently increase. Thereby, organizations would 

potentially be able to learn more about their employees’ perceptions in the context of linkage 

research.  

Such beneficial effects of intensifiers in the item stem do, however, depend on 

participants’ diligent processing of item stems, so that the intensifiers are considered for the 

judgment and following response. Whether the response process is carried out thoroughly is 

influenced by participants’ response behavior. In this regard, Krosnick (1991) distinguishes 

optimizing and satisficing behavior. While optimizing entails careful compliance with each 

processing step described by Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988), satisficing entails more 

superficial processing that produces merely satisfactory rather than optimal responses 

(Krosnick, 1991). The choice of whether optimizing or satisficing behavior is applied in 
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responding to surveys is determined by participants' ability and motivation (Krosnick, 1991). 

Factors contributing to the motivation to optimize include personal characteristics (e.g., need 

for cognition), the perceived importance and usefulness of the survey, the personal relevance 

of the survey's topic, and accountability for responses provided (Krosnick, 1991). Similar 

factors motivating employees to engage in an employee attitude survey have been described 

by Rogelberg et al. (2000) in their survey response model explicitly tailored to the 

organizational context. However, the specific conditions in different settings leading to 

certain response behaviors in the form of satisficing and optimizing have not received much 

attention in the literature so far. Nevertheless, as the setting of employee attitude surveys is 

quite different from those of public opinion, marketing, political or student satisfaction 

surveys (Mueller et al., 2011; Rogelberg, Spitzmüller, Little, & Reeve, 2006), it is necessary 

to more closely examine employees’ motivation to apply optimizing response behavior in this 

particular setting.  

1.3 The Setting of Employee Attitude Surveys 

When trying to understand the response process of employees in organizational 

surveys and employee attitude surveys particularly, it is important to take the special setting 

of this type of survey into account. Compared to other types of surveys (e.g., marketing 

surveys, political surveys, student satisfaction surveys, public opinion surveys) there are 

several psychological and practical aspects that set employee attitude surveys apart (e.g., 

Mueller et al., 2011; Rogelberg, 2006; Rogelberg et al., 2006). These aspects, first, refer to 

the special relationship between employees as participants and the organization as the survey 

sponsor. The two parties are in a social exchange relationship constituted by the psychological 

contract (Fauth, Hattrup, Mueller, & Roberts, 2013; Kolar & Kolar, 2008; Rogelberg et al., 

2006; Spitzmüller, Glenn, Barr, Rogelberg, & Daniel, 2006). Social exchange theory has 

often been applied to understanding survey response (Albaum, Evangelista, & Medina, 1998; 

Dillman, 2007; Evangelista, Albaum, & Poon, 1999; Fan & Yan, 2010; Fauth et al., 2013) and 

it is particularly relevant in this setting. Based on the psychological contract, each party has 

expectations that need to be fulfilled: Employees are expected to respond to the survey by the 

organization, and in turn, they expect the organization to act on the results (Kolar & Kolar, 

2008). Second, employee attitude surveys are embedded in extensive communication efforts 

(Mueller et al., 2011) that promote a norm of taking part in the survey. This survey norm may 

become even more explicit when leaders are involved in motivating their employees to take 

the survey. Consequently, employees may feel a “normative and social pressure” (Mueller et 

al., 2011, p. 784) to participate, which could not easily be re-created in other types of survey 
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settings (Mueller et al., 2011; Rogelberg et al., 2006). Third, employee attitude surveys often 

ask about topics that are very personal and crucial to individual careers (Mueller et al., 2007). 

Therefore, employees' motivation to complete the survey and process it diligently should be 

higher compared to other survey settings, as they can expect potential improvements from 

providing accurate responses (Kolar & Kolar, 2008). Additionally, the value and relevance of 

employee attitude surveys should conversely also be high, as working on improving the 

working environment for everyone in the organization leads to public benefits that have also 

been shown to increase motivation to optimize (Kolar & Kolar, 2008). Due to this 

constellation of social exchange relationships combined with tight-knit communication efforts 

and personal and organizational benefits to be gained from survey participation, the employee 

attitude survey should elicit increased motivation to optimize in the response process 

compared to other types of survey settings. 

 2. The Presented Research 

2.1 Overview of the Presented Research 

Taking together the presented argumentation on survey design, survey processing, 

survey criteria, and the special setting of employee attitude surveys, the process of survey 

response in employee attitude surveys is conceptualized for the presented research as depicted 

in Figure 1. Based on this model, several research questions emerge from the previous 

literature and practical considerations of employee attitude survey design and implementation. 

These research questions are addressed in three empirical studies that contribute to previous 

research and practice in the context of survey design and employee attitude surveys. The 

overall aim of this dissertation project is to provide insights into motivational and cognitive 

aspects relevant to survey response. Specifically, it aims to deepen the understanding of 

participants’ experience of taking a survey and the response process in employee attitude 

surveys.  
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Figure 1. Process of survey response in employee attitude surveys and overview of appended 

studies 

By drawing on existing theories of survey response and user experience research, this 

dissertation project, first, aims to promote a respondent-centered approach by introducing an 

experience-centered criterion for successful survey implementation.  

In particular, Paper 1 aims to address the lack of a criterion for successful survey 

design from a respondent-centered point of view by focusing on participants’ experience. The 

paper introduces the concept of survey experience based on user experience theory (e.g., 

Hassenzahl, 2003, 2008; Hassenzahl et al., 2000). A short measure for survey design is 

developed and tested in two separate studies in terms of reliability and criterion-validity. To 

examine the construct on a deeper level, survey design features are varied in an experimental 

approach to better understand the relationship between survey experience and other survey 

criteria. The paper's main contribution on a theoretical level is the short measure of survey 

experience comprised of usability and pleasure. The measure closes a gap in the assessment 

of survey success criteria in extending previous evaluation criteria by taking a respondent-

centered approach. Such an approach may shed light on factors contributing to participants’ 

motivation to respond to a survey. It can further provide insights for survey design practice, as 

it can be used to evaluate survey projects regarding participants’ experience of design 

elements. Survey designers may use this information to derive implications for future 

improvements to survey design. 

Second, this dissertation project aims to provide a deeper understanding of 

motivational and cognitive aspects of participants’ response processes in the context of 

employee attitude measurement and applied employee attitude surveys.  
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Accordingly, Paper 2 aims to examine item-wording effects on the example of 

intensifiers in item stems of Likert-type items typically used in employee attitude 

measurement and surveys (Borg & Mastrangelo, 2008). As stronger intensifiers in the item 

stem, should make the respective statement more extreme, fewer participants should endorse 

such a statement (Nye, Newman, & Joseph, 2010; O’Muircheartaigh et al., 1993). Using 

strong intensifiers in the item stem should, therefore, affect the response behavior of 

participants with regard to means, variance, skewness of results, and inter-correlations 

between studied variables. If intensifiers show the expected effects, then they might provide a 

possible way of addressing several practical issues of employee attitude measurement. First, 

employee attitude results are often left-skewed indicating decreased variability in responses, 

which means that practitioners may not take full advantage of the information that can be 

derived from such results (e.g., Keppler-Seid et al., 1980; Lebow, 1982; Tanner & Stacey, 

1985). Second, intensifiers are often used in employee attitude measures to varying degrees 

and previous research has shown that even small changes in item-wording might alter results 

(e.g., Krosnick & Schuman, 1988; Schuman & Presser, 1977; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988). 

This could potentially impact the usefulness of comparisons between different survey topics, 

or even for historic or external benchmarks. Thus, the paper contributes an investigation of 

participants’ response processes in the context of employee attitude measurement to improve 

our understanding of the underlying cognitive and motivational processes. Further, it derives 

theoretical and practical implications for survey design concerning the use of intensifiers in 

the item stem of employee attitude measurement. 

Building on Paper 2, Paper 3 extends the examination of effects of intensifiers in the 

item stem of employee attitude surveys by taking an experimental field study approach. 

Subsequently, it focuses on the generalizability of the findings of Paper 2 to the special 

context of applied employee attitude surveys. Due to a lack of investigation of such effects in 

this regard, it thereby contributes to survey research by contextualizing survey response in the 

applied setting of an employee attitude survey. Moreover, it investigates the specific 

motivational conditions contributing to cognitive processing and response behavior of 

employees. Finally, by building on the reasonings of Paper 2, it provides important insights 

into response process theory and survey design research and practice with regard to item 

wording effects. 

Taken together, the three studies contribute to the field of survey design research by 

focusing on the reality of respondents as they participate in a survey. Specifically, 

motivational and cognitive aspects of survey response are considered. Finally, a first attempt 
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to link these processes is made in trying to gain a more comprehensive picture of the survey 

response process in the specific setting of employee attitude surveys.  
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2.2. Paper 1 

 

Let’s make it an experience! Introducing survey experience as a respondent-centered 

criterion of successful survey design 

 

Schumacher1, S. K., Hofschroeer1, P., Hund1, P. M., Schoenemann1, F., &  

Mueller1, K. (under review). Let’s make it an experience! Introducing survey experience as a 

respondent-centered criterion of successful survey design. Educational and Psychological 

Measurement. 

 

 
1Department of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, Institute of Psychology, University 

of Osnabrueck, Seminarstrasse 20, 49074 Osnabrueck, Germany 
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Abstract 

Surveys play a critical role in research and business practice. To measure their 

adequacy most survey designers use criteria of participation and quality to evaluate survey 

design. A third important criterion is often neglected: the experience of taking the survey. 

This study introduces the construct of survey experience as an experience-centered measure of 

successful survey design. We systematically developed a short-scale of survey experience on 

the theoretical foundation of user experience theory and validated it in two studies. Overall, 

the short-scale showed good reliability and was associated with other experience-centered 

criteria but distinct from participation- or quality-centered criteria. Further, we tested 

differences in survey experience when manipulating survey design features. In Study 1, we 

found significant differences for two design features impacting survey experience namely the 

number of response categories and the use of graphics in the survey. As the results indicated 

that survey experience might be influenced by a configuration of design features rather than 

individual features, we examined the effects of configurations of survey design features on 

survey experience in Study 2. We found enhancement effects for pleasure and survey-

experience in the corresponding conditions compared to the control conditions. This study 

contributes to survey design research by drawing on user experience theory to develop the 

new construct of survey experience as a third category of criteria for successful survey design. 

As SX is associated with the willingness to participate in similar future surveys, practitioners 

may use SX as a possible lever to counter potential adverse effects of survey fatigue. The 

short-scale provides an economic and reliable way to assess participants’ SX and derive 

design implications for future surveys tailored to specific target groups.  

Keywords: survey design, user experience, survey experience, attitudes towards 

surveys, satisfaction with surveys 
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2.3. Paper 2 

 

Does “very” make a difference? Effects of intensifiers in item stems of employee attitude 

surveys on response behavior  

 

Hofschroeer1*, P., Schumacher1*, S. K., & Mueller1, K. (under review). Does “very” make a 

difference? Effects of intensifiers in item stems of employee attitude surveys on response 

behavior. Survey Research Methods. 

 
1Department of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, Institute of Psychology, University 

of Osnabrueck, Seminarstrasse 20, 49074 Osnabrueck, Germany 
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Abstract 

Employee attitude surveys are important tools for organizational development. To gain 

insights into employees’ attitudes, surveys most often use Likert-type items. Measures 

assessing these attitudes frequently use intensifiers (e.g., extremely, very) in item stems. To 

date little is known about the effects of intensifiers in the item stem on response behavior. 

They are frequently used inconsistently, which potentially has implications for the 

comparability of results in the context of benchmarking. Also, results often suffer from left-

skewed distributions limiting data quality for which the use of intensifiers potentially offers a 

remedy. Therefore, we systematically examine the effects of intensifiers’ on response 

behavior in employee attitude surveys and their potential to remedy the issue of left-skewed 

distributions. In three studies, we assess effects on level, skewness and nomological structure. 

Study 1 examines the effects of intensifier strength in the item stem, while Studies 2 and 3 

assess whether intensifier salience would increase these effects further. Interestingly, results 

did not show systematic effects. Future research ideas in regards to item design and 

processing as well as practical implications for the design of employee attitude surveys are 

discussed. 

Key Words: employee attitude survey, survey design, intensifier, item stem, ceiling 

effect, left-skewed distribution, intensifier salience, intensifier strength 
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2.4. Paper 3 

 

“I am extremely committed” versus “I am committed”- Do intensifiers make a 

difference in employee attitude surveys: A field experiment  

 

Schumacher1, S. K., Hofschroeer1, P., Bauhaus2, T., & Mueller1, K. (under  

review). “I am extremely committed” versus “I am committed”- Do intensifiers make a 

difference in employee attitude surveys: A field experiment. European Journal of Work and 

Organizational Psychology. 
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of Osnabrueck, Seminarstrasse 20, 49074 Osnabrueck, Germany 
2 IOP.BUW-GmbH - Institute for Organisational Psychology, University of Wuppertal, 

Heinz-Fangman-Straße 2, 42287 Wuppertal, Germany 
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Abstract 

 Item stems of employee attitude surveys frequently contain intensifiers ( e.g., 

“extremely”) to varying degrees. Item stems with intensifiers should receive less endorsement 

resulting in more differentiated responses. Previous research has found equivocal results in 

this regard, suggesting that the survey setting is of importance. We aimed to examine such 

effects in the context of employee attitude surveys. We expected that the employee attitude 

survey setting would motivate optimising (Krosnick, 1991) in survey response (Tourangeau & 

Rasinski, 1988), thus ensuring diligent processing of intensifiers. Data (N = 792) were 

collected in an employee attitude survey of a food retail company. In a randomised field 

experiment, employees either received item stems with or without intensifiers. Response 

distributions were less left-skewed for item stems with intensifiers, but other response 

behaviour was not affected. Accordingly, intensifiers in item stems should not adversely 

affect the comparability of results. They are also not suited to increase variability of data and 

associated benefits to organisational learning. This study gains relevant insights for survey 

design by systematically examining effects of intensifier use in item stems on survey results 

in an applied organisational setting. It thus contributes to the theory of response behaviour in 

employee attitude surveys.  

Key Words: employee attitude survey, survey design, intensifier, item stem, 

randomised field experiment, applied setting 
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3. General Discussion 

 The aim of this dissertation project was to address two challenges to successful 

employee attitude survey implementation by taking a respondent-centered approach. First, 

surveys should create an enjoyable experience to motivate survey response to counter possible 

negative effects of over-surveying (Adams & Umbach, 2012; Manfreda et al., 2008; Porter et 

al., 2004). Second, survey designers have to ensure the comparability of results for analyses 

and interpretation in the context of promoting an organizational learning culture. Taking a 

respondent-centered approach to understanding motivational and cognitive processes of 

survey response may advance theoretical knowledge and design better employee attitude 

surveys for organizational practice.  

Based on the integration of survey design (e.g., Buskirk, Saunders, & Michaud, 2015; 

Dedrick, Marfo, & Harris, 2007; Dillman, 2000; Lietz, 2010; Wänke, 2002; Walston et al., 

2006), user experience (e.g., Hassenzahl, 2003; Hassenzahl et al., 2000), response process 

(e.g., Krosnick, 1991; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), and organizational survey (e.g., 

Mueller et al., 2011; Rogelberg et al., 2000; Rogelberg et al., 2006) research and theory, this 

dissertation project developed research questions along the survey process in terms of survey 

design, survey processing, response behavior, and survey evaluation. In particular, three 

empirical studies addressed specific needs for the evaluation of surveys from a respondent-

centered point of view (Paper 1), and implications of survey design for participants’ response 

process and response behavior (Papers 2 and 3) considering the specific survey setting of 

applied employee attitude surveys (Paper 3).  

Overall, by investigating the survey response process from a participant’s perspective, 

the presented research contributes new insights into motivational and cognitive processes that 

determine employees’ response behavior. Through integrating the relevant literature from 

different research streams, the presented research advances the theoretical understanding of 

survey response in employee attitude surveys and provides insights for organizational 

practice. 

3.1 Summary of Paper-Specific Results and Implications  

An important factor in the evaluation of surveys that has been somewhat neglected in 

research and practice is the experience of a survey on behalf of participants. Paper 1, 

therefore, addressed the question of how a particular survey may be evaluated from a 

respondent-centered point of view. It conceptualized participants’ survey experience on the 

basis of user experience theory (e.g., Hassenzahl, 2003; Hassenzahl et al., 2000) and 

developed a short measure distinguishing between the pleasure and usability of a survey. In 
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two separate studies, Paper 1 tested the newly developed survey experience measure with 

regard to factorial structure, item selection, reliability, and validity. In the first study (n = 

799), the measure was added to a market research survey. Based on factorial analyses, six 

items were selected for the short scale with three items each assessing the pleasure and 

usability component. Reliability was good (Cronbach’s a = .85). With regard to criterion 

validity, survey experience was significantly associated with other experience-centered 

criteria (i.e., the overall attitude towards the survey, satisfaction with the survey, and the 

willingness to recommend survey participation to others). However, it was unrelated to 

participation- and quality-centered criteria. Further, the effects of individual design elements 

on survey experience were examined by systematically varying ten survey design features 

compared to a standard survey version. Results showed significant effects on survey 

experience in the expected direction for two out of ten design elements (i.e., middle category 

and graphics). Taking these results into account, it was suggested that configurations of 

survey design features might be more effective in impacting participants’ survey experience. 

While, overall, these results indicated a promising start, it was necessary to conduct further 

validation of the newly developed scale in a second study. In the second study (n = 240), the 

measure was added to a survey on employee attitudes administered to job incumbents. Factor 

loadings differed slightly from those in the first study and some items did not meet the set 

quality criteria. As a consequence, four items of the original 17 item measure had to be 

excluded. Factor analysis of the remaining item set was able to confirm the item selection of 

the first study with one exception. The usability subscale only meaningfully included two 

items in the second study. Although short (sub-)scales often show limited reliability 

(Rammstedt & Beierlein, 2014; Schweizer, 2011), the internal consistency for the short scale 

was acceptable (usability: a = .74) to good (pleasure: a = .81; overall survey experience: a = 

.81). Next, the analyses of the relationship between survey experience and other survey 

criteria, again, found survey experience to be positively related to other experience-centered 

criteria (i.e., satisfaction with the survey, general attitudes towards the survey, and the 

likeliness of participating in similar surveys) but unrelated to participation- and quality-

centered criteria. Once more, survey design features were varied, this time, however, by 

creating survey design feature configurations intended to heighten (1) the usability of the 

survey, (2) the pleasure of taking part, or (3) the overall survey experience compared to a (4) 

control condition. Results indicated that the usability condition (i.e., grouped item content, 

middle category, radio buttons) was not able to show a significantly higher usability 

experience compared to the control condition. However, both the pleasure (i.e., graphics, 
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colorful design) and overall survey experience (i.e., grouped item content, middle category, 

radio buttons, graphics, colorful design) conditions were able to produce higher levels of 

pleasure and survey experience respectively compared to the control condition. Interestingly, 

when examining findings in the overall survey experience condition more closely, results 

were again significantly higher regarding the pleasure but not usability subscale. Therefore, 

the results indicate that the inclusion of pleasure-inducing design elements (e.g., graphics and 

a colorful design) may play a special role in determining survey experience. One possible 

explanation for this pattern of results could be that survey design features eliciting pleasure 

were presumably stronger and more decisive in this context. The second study used a standard 

survey tool, which should have provided a certain baseline of usability in terms of its design 

options. In fact, the mean usability rating was 5.76 across all four conditions with a range 

between 5.55 to 5.95 indicating a good usability of the survey. Hence, all conditions might 

just have been usable enough and to a similar extent. Potentially, with today’s advances in 

technology, internet connections, and programming possibilities in standardized tools (Evans 

& Mathur, 2005, 2018), usability might just be present at a certain level. Consequently, it may 

only make a difference if the survey is implemented in an especially badly programmed tool. 

If this is the case, usability could be seen as more of a hygiene factor (Herzberg, Mausner, & 

Snyderman, 1959). Pleasure would then be the main contributor to survey experience, if a 

certain level of usability is ensured, thereby constituting a motivating factor (Herzberg et al., 

1959). This interpretation is paralleled by research in the context of user experience, where 

Hassenzahl, Koller, and Burmester (2008) suggested that pleasure causes satisfaction, while 

the lack of usability causes dissatisfaction.  

Another possible explanation for the results regarding differences in usability would 

be that the two-item scale simply needs improvements. Subsequently, more testing and 

application of the newly developed scale is needed with a specific focus on further developing 

the usability component. While acknowledging this need for additional testing and application 

of the scale, Paper 1 contributes to the understanding of how participants perceive and are 

motivated by specific surveys’ designs. It, thus, provides a first attempt to close the gap in the 

previous literature by advancing the research field through the development and testing of a 

theoretically founded measure of participants’ survey experience. Accordingly, it offers a 

good starting point for future research on the conceptualization and measurement of 

participants’ survey experience. Such insights contribute to the theory on motivational issues 

of survey response as well as survey design. Moreover, they may help to evaluate and 

improve the design of surveys in organizational practice. 
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Next to the evaluation of survey design from a respondent-centered perspective, 

another important factor in the context of surveys in general - and employee attitude surveys 

particularly – is the comparability of survey results. For this reason, Paper 2 examined the 

effects of item wording variations on the example of intensifier use in item stems of Likert-

type attitude items on response behavior. Next to examining these effects for comparability 

purposes, it specifically focused on the response process of employees when answering 

attitude items as described by Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988). It, therefore, aimed to 

contribute to the understanding of how participants process intensifiers. In a three-study 

experiment (n1 = 205, n2 = 155, n3 = 352), intensifier use in the item stem of employee 

attitude measures was systematically varied to examine effects on the level, distribution and 

nomological structure of results. In particular, in the first study participants were either 

presented with item stems including strong intensifiers, moderate intensifiers, or no 

intensifiers. Curiously and contrary to the hypotheses, the results indicated no differences 

with regard to mean, variance, skewness, or inter-correlations between the conditions. As a 

consequence, the second and third study aimed to increase the salience of intensifiers in the 

item stem to increase the likelihood of processing and subsequent inclusion in the judgment 

process (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988). To that end, the second study compared item stems 

with strong intensifiers printed in bold to item stems with strong intensifiers, or without 

intensifiers. The third study included the same conditions as the second study, but additionally 

compared item fragments (i.e., item statements reduced to only the most necessary 

information) to full item statements. Surprisingly, the results of both the second and third 

studies were insignificant or inconsistent concerning the effects of intensifiers in the item 

stem on response behavior. The results of Paper 2 have important implications for response 

theory and survey design practice. First, on a practical level, using intensifiers in item stems 

to varying degrees should not adversely affect the comparability of survey results. Second, on 

a theoretical level, intensifiers in the item stem do not seem to be taken into account when 

forming and providing a judgment in Paper 2. This may be due to satisficing strategies 

(Krosnick, 1991) preventing the diligent processing of all item content and thus the effects of 

intensifiers in the item stem. Another potential explanation for the lack of significant effects 

may be the point of reference participants apply to think about the item content and make 

their judgment (McPherson & Mohr, 2005). Here, they might always consider item stems’ 

“general intent (…), rather than its literal meaning” (Nye et al., 2010, p. 807), thereby 

neglecting intensifiers in the item stem. They would then rely on intensifiers in the response 

format to indicate their level of agreement (Nye et al., 2010). In conclusion, more research is 
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needed to examine the specific conditions of survey processing and response behavior in 

employee attitude surveys.  

Moreover, as in previous research results concerning the use of intensifiers in item 

stems were somewhat equivocal, the setting of the survey might play a role in determining 

participants’ response behavior regarding the processing of intensifiers. If this is the case, the 

specific organizational context of employee attitude surveys could potentially affect the 

response process of employees. Specifically, employees might have a higher motivation to 

apply optimizing strategies (Krosnick, 1991) in survey response compared to participants of 

other surveys (e.g., Mueller et al., 2011; Rogelberg et al., 2006). Hence, the organizational 

setting should also increase the likelihood of the effects of intensifiers in item stems of 

attitude measures. Subsequently, Paper 3 addressed the role of the survey’s setting in 

determining response behavior of employees in processing an employee attitude survey. To 

that end, item stems of an applied employee attitude survey in a company of the food retail 

industry were either presented with our without an extreme intensifier. Surprisingly, the 

results showed that there was again no significant effect of intensifier use in item stems on the 

overall results with regard to item means, variance, and inter-correlations. Results did, 

however, show that skewness consistently decreased for item stems containing extreme 

intensifiers. This indicates that theoretically the “threshold” (O’Muircheartaigh et al., 1993, p. 

553) for agreement to an item stem is indeed raised by including an extreme intensifier in the 

item stem. However, there might be other forces at play that hinder these effects from 

becoming pronounced enough to significantly affect response behavior.  

Both Papers 2 and 3 contribute to the literature on survey response theory by 

attempting to better understand the response process of employee attitude items, while Paper 

3 also focuses on the context of the applied survey setting within organizations. Similar to 

Paper 2, Paper 3 raises the question of whether intensifiers in the item stem were simply 

neglected as a result of satisficing strategies applied by employees. Another possible 

explanation could have been that intensifiers in the response format might just have played a 

more decisive role and participants did in fact optimize. Overall, more research on the 

conditions leading to and subsequent choice of response strategy in the field of applied 

employee attitude surveys is needed. Specifically, with regard to the special setting of such 

surveys, it is further necessary to gain a deeper understanding of what role the conditions of 

the survey setting play in determining survey processing and response behavior. On a 

practical level, Papers 2 and 3 provide promising insights for survey design, as changes to 

survey items – at least with regard to intensifiers – between survey topics or survey cycles 
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should not affect the comparability of the results. 

3.2. General Implications for Research 

The presented research in this dissertation project has several important implications 

for research on survey design and the response process. While all taking a participant-focused 

perspective on examining the survey response process, the three studies focus on two different 

vantage points to this regard. Paper 1 highlights the need for a survey criterion that can help 

shed more light on participants’ actual experience with a survey. Papers 2 and 3 more closely 

examine the response process of participants in employee attitude surveys. Together, they 

provide important insights into the motivational and cognitive processes of participants in 

employee attitude surveys.  

First, the presented research takes the first step towards a more comprehensive picture 

of participants’ response processes by bringing together the overall experience (i.e., 

motivational aspects) and the actual processing (i.e., cognitive and motivational aspects) of a 

survey. Focusing on response behavior (optimizing vs. satisficing) in employee attitude 

surveys, Papers 2 and 3 examined the effects of intensifiers in item stems under the 

assumption that they are actually being processed. Both studies even tried to enhance the 

likelihood of their processing by highlighting them (Paper 2) or through the motivating 

conditions induced by the survey setting (Paper 3). As both studies did not find significant or 

consistent effects of intensifiers in the item stem, one possible explanation could be that 

participants satisficed in both studies. Thus, the results of the presented research indicate that 

more insights are needed concerning what motivates specific response behaviors in cognitive 

survey processing. Satisficing response behavior is a common problem in survey response 

(Alvarez, Atkeson, Levin, & Li, 2019; Kim, Lee, & Gweon, 2019; Maniaci & Rogge, 2014) 

and can possibly have negative effects on the interpretability of obtained responses (Bansak, 

Hainmueller, Hopkins, & Yamamoto, 2018; Miura & Kobayashi, 2016; Zhang & Conrad, 

2018). Hence, it would be beneficial to better understand the circumstances leading to a 

specific response behavior concerning when, how, and why it might occur. This knowledge 

would provide additional insights into participants’ response processes and how they might be 

steerable through design choices.  

In this context, it is also necessary to learn more about the role of different survey 

design features or configurations thereof in determining the choice of response behavior in 

employee attitude surveys. According to Vannette and Krosnick (2014) survey designers 

“cannot control the ability level that a respondent brings to a [survey], but (…) can influence 

an individual’s motivation” (p. 319). This is an important point of leverage that should receive 
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more attention in the future. Paper 1 showed that a participants’ survey experience is 

positively related to their likeliness of taking part in future surveys. It would, therefore, be 

interesting to examine how response behaviors relate to participants’ survey experience.  To 

address this research question, this dissertation project contributes an important first step 

through the development of a short measure of survey experience. The presented research, 

thus, paves the way to taking a broader perspective and linking motivational and cognitive 

aspects of survey response on a theoretical level. For example, participants with a more 

positive survey experience might conceivably be inclined to optimize more. Paper 1 did not 

find survey experience to be related to insufficient effort responding as an indicator of 

quality-centered survey criteria. Nevertheless, it would be beneficial to examine survey 

experience in relation to other criteria of response quality as indicators of optimizing 

strategies in survey response. Going a step further, it would also be interesting to examine the 

relationship between survey experience and theories of response behavior (e.g., Krosnick, 

1991; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) by more directly assessing response behavior (e.g., 

think-aloud tasks, eye-tracking). 

Second, the presented research also has theoretical implications for the understanding 

of the survey response process itself. Particularly, Papers 2 and 3 focused on the effects of 

item wording changes regarding the inclusion of intensifiers in the item stem of Likert-type 

items in employee attitude measurement on response behavior. As results in both studies were 

insignificant or inconsistent, one possible explanation could be that participants simply 

satisficed (Krosnick,1991), which led to a neglect of the intensifier in the response process 

(Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988). Another possible explanation could be that participants 

optimized (Krosnick, 1991) but intensifiers in the response format are more dominant as 

response anchors. McPherson and Mohr (2005) suggested that participants might simply 

interpret items concerning their “general intent (…), rather than [their] literal meaning” (Nye 

et al., 2010, p. 807). If this is true, then intensifiers might be processed, but then intentionally 

neglected as the interpretation (steps 1 and 2; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) of an item would 

not require it to be included in providing a judgment. Further, intensifiers in the response 

format of Likert-type items have shown more consistent effects on response behavior in 

previous research (e.g., French- Lazovik & Gibson, 1984; Lam & Klockars, 1982; Lam & 

Stevens, 1994; Weijters, Geuens, & Baumgartner, 2013; Wildt & Mazis, 1978; Wyatt & 

Meyers, 1987). This might indicate that they are simply more relevant in providing a response 

compared to intensifiers in the item stem. However, even though Papers 2 and 3 did not find 

significant effects of intensifiers in the item stem in two different survey setting, there are 
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other studies, where they did make a difference (e.g., Dedrick et al., 2007; O’Muircheartaigh 

et al., 1993; Wright, Gaskell, & O’Muircheartaigh, 1995). Additionally, in a small case study 

where participants performed think-aloud tasks to examine the role of intensifiers in the 

response process, some participants did consider and include them in their judgment, while 

others did not (Low, 1996). Considering all of these findings together, it seems to be evident 

that more research is needed on the influencing factors of the survey setting. This would allow 

us to better understand the presence or absence of intensifier effects in the item stem and on a 

more general level the survey response process. 

Following this line of argumentation, the participation in, experience, and processing 

of a survey seem to be highly dependent on its context or setting. This context-dependency 

becomes quite noticeable when examining the effects of survey design features on survey 

criteria. For example, personal salutations in online surveys increased response rates in a 

student setting (e.g., Heerwegh et al., 2005; Joinson & Reips, 2007), but did not affect them in 

an intra-organizational setting (e.g., Mueller, Straatmann, Hattrup, & Jochum, 2014). These 

results indicate that - similarly to mail surveys - personalization in online surveys may boost 

response rates in more general settings (e.g., general public surveys, research surveys, market 

research surveys), but has no effect in a setting where a group identity is formed (e.g., 

organizational surveys; Dillman et al., 2007). Accordingly, it is important to consider how 

different settings influence participants’ response behavior.  

The question of the role of context or setting has received some attention in 

organizational research (Hattrup & Jackson, 1996; Johns, 2001, 2006). Johns (2006) describes 

the context as „situational opportunities and constraints that affect the occurrence and 

meaning of (...) behavior“ (p. 386). In the context of survey response, such opportunities and 

constraints presented by the survey setting may then affect whether a survey design feature 

adds to or subtracts from someone’s survey experience, or whether participants apply 

optimizing or satisficing behavior in their survey response. While in general, context has been 

described as having “many faces” (Johns, 2006, p. 387), there does not seem to be a 

comprehensive taxonomy of what exactly constitutes the context or setting in organizational 

research to date (Johns, 2006). A general, yet “speculative” (p. 517) attempt has been made 

by Hattrup and Jackson (1996). The authors suggested different categories of attributes 

describing the context in organizational research (i.e., informational, task, physical, and 

social). They, further, urged “researchers [to] be more explicit about settings in which 

individual differences are studied” (Hattrup & Jackson, 1996, p. 534). Johns (2006) 

differentiated between the omnibus context (who, when, where, why) and the discrete context 
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(task, social, physical). With specific regard to the understanding of response behavior to 

employee attitude surveys, Rogelberg et al. (2000) have described aspects of the survey 

setting (e.g., OCB and survey norms within the organization, time pressure) next to more 

individual (e.g., individual traits, attitudes towards surveys) or survey-specific (e.g., clarity, 

length, interest in topics) aspects. However, to date and to the best of my knowledge, there is 

no comprehensive taxonomy of the survey setting or context in general or regarding employee 

attitude surveys in particular. As the results of the presented research in this dissertation 

project indicate that the survey setting does play an important role in determining the 

experience and processing of surveys, a taxonomy of survey settings is desperately needed. 

Taxonomies could help to organize this large number of aspects relevant to survey design and 

implementation and provide researchers with a list of possible factors to consider when 

researching survey design or the response process (Hattrup & Jackson, 1996). A taxonomy of 

the survey setting could, thus, advance the understanding of inconsistent results regarding the 

effects of survey design features on important survey criteria and the response behavior 

participants apply. On the basis of previous research and the presented argumentation in this 

dissertation project, such a taxonomy could include aspects of the organizational setting 

(Hattrup & Jackson, 1996; Johns, 2006) and the employee attitude survey setting (e.g., Borg 

& Mastrangelo, 2008; Church & Oliver, 2006; Kolar & Kolar, 2008; Krosnick, 1991; Mueller 

et al., 2011; Rogelberg et al., 2000; Rogelberg et al., 2006; Vannette & Krosnick, 2014; 

Wiley, 2010). For a suggestion of an integrative approach to the literature on the 

organizational context and research on employee attitude surveys, see Figure 3. This 

integration may provide a starting point for future research into the role of the survey setting 

in determining the response behavior and survey experience of survey participants.  
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Figure 2. Suggested aspects of the survey setting in employee attitude surveys 

3.3. General Practical Implications 

The practical implications of the presented research in this dissertation project are 

threefold. Overall, this dissertation project provides survey practitioners with insights into the 

experience participants have when responding to a survey.  

First, this dissertation project proposes survey experience as a respondent-centered 

criterion for evaluating successful survey implementation. In the face of growing numbers of 

surveys being implemented in organizations (Saari & Scherbaum, 2011; Wiley, 2010), 

learning more about the pleasure a specific survey is evoking and the usability of its design 

will help practitioners to improve the overall experience participants have with the survey. In 

turn, this may also improve participants’ motivation to engage in future surveys and counter 

possible adverse effects of survey fatigue (Porter et al., 2004). The dissertation project 

provides survey practitioners with an economic tool to generate valuable insights in this 

regard. Another possible advantage of the survey experience measure concerns the evaluation 

of different survey design features with regard to pleasure and usability. While there is some 

support for the use of individual survey design features (e.g., middle category, graphics) to 

guarantee a positive survey experience, the configuration of certain survey design features 

may be beneficial to creating a pleasurable and usable experience for participants. This was 
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supported by findings in Sample 2, where survey experience was significantly higher in the 

pleasure (i.e., graphics, colorful design) and overall survey experience condition (i.e., grouped 

item content, middle category, radio buttons, graphics, colorful design) compared to a control 

condition. In addition, pleasure-inducing survey design features potentially might be of 

special importance to ensure an overall positive survey experience. Results were mostly 

significant for the pleasure subscale in Sample two across the conditions. While usability 

ratings were good (M = 5.76), there were no significant differences between the conditions 

regarding the ease of use. Therefore, when a survey is implemented in a standard tool 

ensuring a certain baseline of usability, pleasure-inducing design features should provide 

possible levers to increase participants’ survey experience and thus motivation to participate. 

Accordingly, adding the survey experience scale to organizational surveys will help survey 

designers evaluate the survey in terms of what constitutes a pleasurable and usable survey 

design within their specific organization. Hence, survey practitioners will be able to 

continuously improve their survey design and create surveys specifically tailored to the 

preferred experience of their target group.  

Second, this dissertation project contributes to the understanding of the survey 

response process of employees when answering employee attitude surveys. Based on the lack 

of effects on statistical parameters in Papers 2 and 3, intensifiers are not suited to increase the 

variability of results. Consequently, they do not qualify as a potential countermeasure for the 

frequent left-skewness of results in employee attitude surveys. Moreover, in the context of 

employee attitude measurement in both research and practical organizational settings, using 

intensifiers in the item stem to varying degrees should not affect the comparability of results. 

Subsequently, on the basis of the presented studies, slight changes in item wording should not 

create issues for the analysis or interpretation of results in the context of linkage research, 

strength and weaknesses analyses, historic comparisons, or benchmarking. This is good news 

for organizational survey practice as it paves the way for more flexible handling of item 

wording. 

Finally, the results of the presented research urge survey practitioners to consider the 

context or setting in which a survey is conducted. In light of the sometimes contrasting results 

regarding questions of successful survey design, practitioners should consider influencing 

factors of the specific survey setting at hand. They will then be better equipped to ensure 

successful processing and a positive experience of their survey projects.  

3.4. General Limitations 

As with all research, some limitations have to be taken into account for interpreting 
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the presented results. 

First, not all data used in this dissertation project are collected from samples of 

employees within the context of applied employee attitude surveys. Paper 1 analyzed panel 

data, which were obtained from customers in a market research setting in the first study and 

job incumbents in an employee attitude setting in the second study. A potential limitation, in 

this context, may arise due to the large amount of surveys panelists respond to. Their 

experience might not be affected as much compared to other survey participants due to 

familiarization effects. Further, they were incentivized for participation, which could 

potentially have affected their motivation and choice of response behavior. Paper 2 recruited 

job incumbents via personal contact and social media. Participants were employed in many 

different organizations and industries in all three studies. Finally, Paper 3 was implemented in 

the context of an applied employee attitude survey within one company.  

Second, the power and effect sizes of the studies presented in this dissertation project 

have to be considered. In Paper 1 the power of both experiments in the first study (.92) and 

the second study (.84) was high enough to detect medium effect sizes (d = .50) for survey 

experience. The effect in the first experimental study was minimal (d = .04) and detecting it 

would have required a sample size of 13,516 to reach significance. In the second study, 

effects for the pleasure and overall SX condition were significant. The effect for usability 

present in the usability condition was negligible (d = .07) and would have required a sample 

size of 4,518 participants to reach significance. Overall, effects in varying individual design 

features were interpreted as too small to make a meaningful difference for SX in the first 

study. The manipulation of survey design features had a sufficient power in the context of 

pleasure and overall survey experience in the second study. The effect on usability in this 

study was interpreted as too minimal to meaningfully affect results. Therefore, the power of 

the two experiments was sufficient to detect meaningful differences in survey experience 

between the conditions of Paper 1.  

In Paper 2 the power was high (.99 to 1.00) for detecting medium effect sizes (d = 

.50), which would account for a shift in responses of between 0.36 and 0.73. While Paper 2 

would not have been able to detect small effects (d = 0.20) in the respective sample sizes, 

these would only have resulted in small shifts (0.14 to 0.29) on the response scale. Paper 3 

yielded a high power (approx. 1.00) for the detection of medium effect sizes (d = 0.50) 

resulting in a shift on the response scale between 0.40 and 0.46. Small effects (d = 0.20) 

would have resulted in a shift of 0.16 to 0.18 on the response scale. Overall, although the 

power of Papers 2 and 3 were sufficient to detect medium effects, they did not include 
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sufficiently large sample sizes to find small effects. However, in the context of employee 

attitude surveys, small effects might be too small to meaningfully contribute to organizational 

learning. Medium-sized effects, on the other hand, would lead to meaningful shifts in 

responses regarding practical learning opportunities and would have been detected in the 

presented research.  

Third, Papers 2 and 3 used employee attitude measures to systematically examine the 

effects of intensifiers in item stems of Likert-type items. The measures used in Paper 2 were 

all developed in the context of organizational research. While they are widely used and well-

tested, such instruments are “rarely directly suited” (Borg & Mastrangelo, 2008, p. 78) for 

applied employee attitude surveys. Hence, results need to be interpreted with this limitation in 

mind. Paper 3 tried to find a middle ground in this regard as it largely used the existing items 

from the last survey cycle of the employee attitude survey of the company. As the survey had 

to be shortened, items were selected from the original item pool on the basis of content 

considerations with regard to established scales of employee attitudes for job satisfaction and 

commitment. Work engagement and employer attractiveness were newly added to the survey, 

and thus, also constituted by measures developed for research. While there might be slight 

differences between measures designed for research and practice, the presentation format was 

kept consistent across our studies and was adapted to a Likert-item format common in 

employee attitude practice. Further, while not being implemented into organizational surveys 

as they are, research measures often serve as an orientation to item content and phrasing. In 

any case, they refer to the same content.  

Finally, like in many empirical studies on the effects of survey design features on 

response behavior (Galesic & Yan, 2011), this dissertation project does not assess the direct 

experience as participants go through the process of taking part (e.g., think-aloud tasks, eye-

tracking, click-tracking/mouse movement, neuro-imaging). All three studies instead used 

indirect measures of the experience derived from examining the survey results (e.g., 

nonresponse, dropout, insufficient effort responding, means, variance, skewness, 

intercorrelations).  

3.5 Future Directions 

On the basis of the general implications for research and addressing the limitations of 

the presented research, this dissertation project opens several avenues for future research.  

 First, future research should further examine the link between motivational and 

cognitive processes in survey response. One possible way of addressing this link would be to 

study the conditions of response behavior in employee attitude surveys. Understanding when 
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and why employees opt for optimizing versus satisficing response strategies will help to shed 

more light on the response process of employee attitude items as suggested by Tourangeau 

and Rasinski (1988). In this context, future research should also explore the role of 

participants’ survey experience as a possible lever for increasing the likelihood to optimize in 

survey response. A second approach to exploring the process link between motivational and 

cognitive aspects could focus on new insights into design recommendations for surveys. For 

instance, a current trend in survey design is the gamification of surveys (Keusch & Zhang, 

2017). Gamification is supposed to make the experience more enjoyable, thereby engaging 

participants more with positive effects on response rates and data quality (Keusch & Zhang, 

2017). However, applying the survey experience concept, future research could examine the 

implementation of gamified surveys more closely considering information on their usability 

and elicited pleasure. An interesting question would be, whether a gamified survey might 

indeed motivate participation through the pleasure of filling it out, or whether it might be too 

cognitively demanding. This could then potentially result in satisficing behavior (Krosnick, 

1991; Vannette & Krosnick, 2014), as participants “tend to reduce the burden” (Tourangeau, 

Rips, & Rasinski, 2000, p. 254) of taking part. Therefore, exploring the link between survey 

experience and response theories (e.g., Krosnick, 1991; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) may 

possibly lead to a better understanding of the underlying process of survey response and 

potential consequences for designing a survey. 

 Second, when designing future studies in this regard, it would generally be beneficial 

to take a process research approach. This could be accomplished by using think-aloud tasks 

(e.g., Low, 1996; van Someren, Barnard, & Sandberg, 1994), eye-tracking (e.g., Galesic & 

Yan, 2011; Lenzner, Kaczmirek, & Galesic, 2011; Nichols, Olmsted-Hawala, Holland, & 

Riemer, 2020), or neuro-imaging technology (e.g., Freunberger & Nieuwland, 2016; Zhan, 

Jiang, Politzer-Ahles, & Zhou, 2017). For example, similar to the approach by Low (1996), 

participants could be asked to voice their thoughts while responding to employee attitude 

surveys. Importantly, this should include their thoughts about instructions and design as well 

as items. With regard to response strategies (Krosnick, 1991), it would thus be possible to get 

a better picture of what is actually processed and whether this is performed diligently or not. 

Concerning survey experience, such approaches could complement the information about the 

usability and pleasurability of certain design elements or configurations. Eye-tracking is 

another common technique to understand how participants navigate and process a survey 

(Galesic & Yan, 2011). For instance, previous research has examined participants’ eye-

movements as an indicator for the level of processing applied on behalf of participants in the 
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context of various survey design features such as item wording, response order, response 

format, or the accessibility of definitions (e.g., Couper, Tourangeau, Conrad, & Crawford, 

2004; Galesic, Tourangeau, Couper, & Conrad, 2008; Neuert & Lenzner, 2016). Taking a 

similar approach, future research could use eye-tracking to better understand the link between 

response behaviors (Krosnick, 1991) and, for example, the usability of a survey by examining 

the number of fixations overall and on specific design elements. The tracking of clicks or 

mouse movements in an online survey might also provide useful information in this context. 

Particularly, examining mouse movements allows for differentiation between “general 

movements, demonstrating how a person interacts with a computer” and movements 

associated with the interaction with specific survey design features (Horwitz, Kreuter, & 

Conrad, 2017). Finally, neuro-imaging techniques might possibly also help to gain deeper 

insights into the response process of participants. For example, a study by Zhan et al. (2017) 

examined which parts of the brain were activated when processing certain qualifiers in 

communication. This approach could potentially also be applied to the context of using 

intensifiers in the item stem or response format in employee attitude surveys. Another 

interesting approach would be to utilize neuro-imaging techniques to examine survey 

experience and the pleasure of taking a survey in particular. It would be conceivable that if 

participants do enjoy the survey, related regions in the brain are activated. This would provide 

interesting implications for survey design research and practice – especially with regard to 

determining the configuration of survey design features that motivates survey response the 

most in relation to survey experience.  

Finally, future research should more strongly address the role of the survey setting or 

context. On an empirical level, the field needs a systematic approach to the research on 

influencing factors of the survey setting. In this regard, more studies are needed that examine 

the specific conditions and implications of various different survey settings (e.g., student 

evaluation, employee attitude surveys, research surveys, market research surveys, political 

surveys) for participants’ experience and processing of surveys. In the specific context of 

employee attitude surveys, more research is needed on the specific conditions of this setting 

and their influence on the survey experience and response behavior of employees. This would 

be especially interesting in the context of survey experience, as the design elements 

constituting a positive survey experience in employee attitude surveys might differ from those 

in other types of survey settings. 

On a theoretical level, the next step should lead to a categorization of contextual 

factors into a comprehensive taxonomy. In this regard, the presented research in this 



 
 

44 

dissertation project provides first indications for a broader perspective on the survey response 

process.  

Additionally, a possible starting point may be the existing research on the 

organizational context (e.g., Hattrup & Jackson, 1996; Johns, 2001, 2006), models of survey 

response in specific settings (e.g., Rogelberg et al., 2000; Rogelberg et al., 2006), general 

models of survey response (e.g., Krosnick, 1991; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), research on 

survey design (e.g., Buskirk et al., 2015; Dedrick et al., 2007; Dillman, 2000; Lietz, 2010; 

Wänke, 2002; Walston et al., 2006) and survey criteria (e.g., Cook et al., 2000; Heerwegh et 

al., 2005; Yentes et al., 2012). Going forward, the challenge, here, will be that the 

“development of adequate taxonomies requires some understanding of the process through 

which causal variables impact outcomes of interest” (Hattrup & Jackson, 1996, p. 515). 

Applied to the understanding of survey response in employee attitude surveys, this would 

imply a broader understanding of the interplay of the survey setting with individual attributes 

of participants, different characteristics of the survey itself, and respective survey criteria (see 

Figure 4). 

 
Figure 3. Outline of future research on a taxonomy of survey settings and the interplay with 

participants and survey characteristics 

In this context, many research questions arise. For instance, with regard to the findings 

of Paper 1, it would be interesting to examine whether survey experience differs as a function 

of the interaction between a specific survey setting, survey design, and individual 

characteristics of the participants. Concerning the item wording changes examined in Papers 2 
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and 3, future research should further address the role of the setting in the determination of 

specific response behavior determined by motivation and ability and the interplay with 

potentially motivating survey design strategies. Such an interactional research approach 

would allow for more differentiated insights into the determinants of response behavior and 

subsequent impacts on survey results by taking a more comprehensive, almost systemic 

perspective. In conclusion, a new approach is needed that “systematically model[s] 

interactional effects” (Hattrup & Jackson, 1996, p. 534) between these aspects in order to 

achieve a deeper and more sophisticated understanding of the survey response process.  

3.6. General Conclusion 

Given the high relevance of surveys as a tool for organizational learning and 

development (e.g., Burke, 2006; Cummings & Worley, 2015; Smither et al., 2016; Williams, 

1998) this dissertation project sought to investigate the response process of employee attitude 

surveys in terms of motivational and cognitive aspects from a respondent-centered point of 

view. A review and integration of the literature on survey design (e.g., Buskirk et al., 2015; 

Dedrick et al., 2007; Dillman, 2000; Lietz, 2010; Wänke, 2002; Walston et al., 2006), user 

experience (e.g., Hassenzahl, 2003; Hassenzahl et al., 2000), response process (e.g., Krosnick, 

1991; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), and organizational survey (e.g., Mueller et al., 2011; 

Rogelberg et al., 2000; Rogelberg et al., 2006) research and theory led to a model of 

employee attitude survey response that specifically focused on the role and perspective of 

participants. In doing so, the dissertation project took a first step in linking motivational and 

cognitive processes of survey response. On the basis of this theoretical model, research 

questions concerning participants’ experience and processing of a survey were developed.  

The presented research was able to contribute to the existing theory and organizational 

survey practice in three ways.  

First, a short and economic measure of survey experience was theoretically developed 

and tested. On a practical level, this measure may help survey practitioners to design 

motivating, enjoyable, and usable surveys tailored to the specific experiential preferences of 

their target group. Contributing to theory, such a measure will be useful in examining survey 

design and processing with regard to participants’ experiences with the survey.  

Second, item wording changes in terms of intensifier use in Likert-type items of 

employee attitudes were examined concerning their processing and the comparability of 

survey results. For organizational practice, the results mean that survey designers may be 

optimistic regarding the equivalence of survey results when different item wording strategies 

in terms of intensifier use are applied. Comparisons between survey topics, survey cycles, or 
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in the context of external benchmarks should not be affected. Thus, practitioners may be able 

to apply more flexibility to changing survey items as previously thought. The presented 

research also has several theoretical implications. The role of the response process 

(Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) and motivational factors of response behavior are of special 

importance here. Particularly, the conditions leading to optimizing or satisficing behavior 

(Krosnick, 1991) in the context of employee attitude surveys require more attention. Further, 

intensifiers may be more useful and relevant in the response format and are possibly 

negligible in item stems.  

Third, contemplating the results of the presented studies in the context of previous 

research indicates that the context or setting in which a survey is implemented plays an 

important role in determining motivational and cognitive processes of survey response. 

Therefore, future research is needed on constituting factors of the survey setting and how it 

affects the survey experience (i.e., motivational processes) or processing and response 

behavior (i.e., cognitive and motivational processes) in different implementation contexts. 

Integrating previous research on survey design and response processing with future studies 

focusing on the survey setting will eventually allow for the development of a taxonomy of the 

survey setting. This is desperately needed, as research on the interaction between survey 

characteristics, the setting and individual characteristics of participants is dependent on such a 

taxonomy. This interactional approach will advance our knowledge about surveys and survey 

response significantly by providing more sophisticated and in-depth insights through taking a 

more comprehensive perspective. In time, this will allow for a more tailored survey design 

practice that caters to the specific needs and preferences of different target groups in different 

settings.   
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