
Getting people to answer an employee survey is less about “persuasion” and more about building a quiet contract.
Employees are deciding, in real time, whether the time they spend matters and whether their input will be treated
with care. Response rates usually reflect workload, trust, timing, and survey design just as much as they reflect
incentives.

I have seen response rates swing from stubbornly low to reliably strong after teams changed the basics: how the
survey was framed, how long it took, how anonymity was handled, and whether managers followed up with what
changed. The goal is not to squeeze participation. The goal is to make participation feel normal, safe, and useful.

Why response rates drop (even when employees care)
Low participation often comes from several small frictions stacking up.

First is timing. If the survey lands right after a reorg announcement, during peak month-end, or while teams are
preparing for an audit, people will see it as extra work. Even employees who strongly care about culture and
management may postpone the survey until it is too late. I once watched a survey campaign fail in a predictable
pattern: the first email went out on a Friday, reminders hit during a busy two-week sprint, and the survey window
closed before the sprint ended. The total response rate looked like “disengagement,” but it was really scheduling
friction.

Second is survey fatigue. When teams have seen multiple pulse checks with vague follow-through, the brain starts
treating each new survey as another round of noise. People may still want improvements, but they no longer
believe the process leads anywhere. Sometimes you can feel the fatigue in the wording employees use when they
talk about surveys, “another one,” “same questions,” “nothing comes of it.”

Third is distrust around anonymity and use. Even when surveys are anonymous in practice, employees may not
believe that. If survey results are routinely tied to small teams, if leaders reference “who said what,” or if the survey
vendor’s approach is unclear, people hesitate. Anxiety does not always show up as anger. It shows up as silence.

Fourth is friction in the experience. If it takes 20 minutes and the link requires extra steps, people postpone. If the
survey isn’t mobile-friendly, they do not bother. If they are asked to answer open-ended questions they do not
feel equipped to complete, they exit early.

The challenge for managers and HR teams is that none of these issues are solved by a single motivational email.
Response rates improve when you fix the environment around the survey.

Start with the decision you are asking employees to make
Before you tweak reminder schedules, clarify what you want people to do.

A survey invitation asks for time and attention, and it implies a downstream promise: someone will look, someone
will decide, and someone will communicate what changed. If you cannot make that promise credible, you will fight
an uphill battle.

In practical terms, you want the invitation to answer four questions quickly:

1. What is this survey for, in plain language?

2. How long will it take?

3. Is my response anonymous, and what does that mean for my team?



4. What will happen after the close date?

When those pieces are missing or vague, employees fill the blanks with past experiences. And past experiences are
often harsher than your intention.

Design the survey so people can finish it
If employees see the survey as hard to complete, they will treat it like a task they can avoid.

Length is the obvious part, but the bigger issue is effort. Effort includes time, attention, and emotional load.

A survey that feels easy to start but hard to complete will reduce completion rates more than overall response
rates, but the result is similar: fewer usable answers. Here is what that often looks like. A survey begins with quick
multiple choice questions, then midway through asks for long written responses that employees have to structure
from scratch. People who would otherwise answer might stop when they hit that wall.

A good rule is to match the question type to the information you need.

If you need frequency or agreement, use scales and keep the language consistent.

If you need examples, ask for one or two prompts that are narrow and concrete.

If you need action themes, ask questions that point toward decisions leaders can actually influence.

Also, pay attention to response options. Weird scales, inconsistent labels, or double-barreled items (“My manager
communicates and supports me”) create uncertainty. Uncertainty slows people down and encourages “I’m not
sure” answers. When too many employees feel the questions are hard to interpret, they opt out.

A short, practical checklist for survey design

If you only fix a few things, fix these:

Keep it short enough that completion feels realistic for a busy day (many teams aim for roughly 7 to 12
minutes, but the right target depends on your workforce and question set).

Use mobile-friendly formatting and test the experience on a phone, not just a laptop.

Make anonymity clear, including how results can be viewed and what thresholds prevent small-group
readouts.

Avoid ambiguous or double-barreled questions, especially on the first page.

Prefer concrete prompts for open text, with examples of what “good” input looks like.

That checklist will not guarantee a high response rate by itself. It gives employees a reason to finish.

Timing: run the campaign like you respect attention
A survey campaign competes with everything else on employees’ calendars. You win by reducing the number of
“collision points” with busy work.

Start by mapping internal workload. If your organization has predictable peaks, pick a window that is calmer. If you
do not have predictable peaks, ask team leads when people are least likely to be in meetings, on travel, or in the
middle of deadlines. Even a simple pulse on Slack or a quick question in a leadership standup can surface timing
problems early.

Then consider cadence. You are not just sending messages, you are maintaining momentum without turning it
into spam.



Most teams struggle with two extremes. One is sending a single invitation and assuming people will act. The other
is bombarding employees with daily reminders until people tune out. Somewhere between those extremes is a
cadence that feels respectful.

A workable pattern many teams use is:

invitation when people can realistically complete it

one reminder before the first half of the window ends

one reminder close to the deadline

How many reminders you need depends on whether employees have access barriers, whether the survey takes
longer than expected, and whether previous surveys were neglected.

Make participation safe, not just anonymous
Even if your survey is technically anonymous, employees respond to how safe it feels.

If you have historically small teams with identifiable patterns, explain the protection you use. For example, you can
communicate that results are only shown in aggregate once a minimum number of responses are reached. You
can also explain who can see the results and when. The more concrete you can be, the less employees rely on
rumors.

One of the most helpful messages I have seen came from a senior leader who did not over-promise. They said, in
effect: “Your responses will be used to understand patterns across groups. We will not single out individuals.” That
wording respects the boundary without denying it.

Also, reduce the risk of informal coercion. Managers sometimes pressure teams in meetings. Even well-meaning
reminders can turn into, “Make sure you fill this out,” which employees interpret as a signal that “not filling it out”
will be noticed. You can prevent that by coaching managers on neutral language. The survey is about listening, not
compliance.

Communicate like you expect the questions to be answered
Most organizations communicate the survey once at launch, then again with reminders. That can work, but it
often produces a transactional feeling.

Employees respond better when communication is specific and consistent across channels.

Your launch message should include:

the purpose

the estimated time

the deadline

what will happen after the survey

how anonymity is handled

Then align all follow-up messages. If one email says responses are anonymous but a manager later says results will
be “tracked by team,” people doubt the process. Conflicting messaging kills trust fast.

A detail that matters more than teams expect is the closing date. When you say “two weeks,” people assume
“sometime during the week.” When you give a specific deadline and a “last day to complete” reminder, you reduce
delay.



Also, consider language accessibility. If you have multilingual employees, provide the survey in the languages that
matter, or at least offer clear translations for the invitation and deadlines. You do not need perfect translation for
participation to drop; partial comprehension is enough to cause avoidance.

Incentives: use them carefully, and measure what you really buy
Incentives can improve response rates, but they can also distort the survey if employees start responding for
reasons unrelated to honest feedback.

If you do offer incentives, consider two safeguards.

First, keep the incentive tied to completion, not to specific outcomes. If employees believe their answers affect
eligibility, human resources the incentive becomes a pressure mechanism. Second, keep the incentive reasonable.
A large incentive can attract “quick answers” that reduce data quality.

In practice, I often recommend treating incentives as optional, not essential. When the process is trustworthy and
the survey is short, incentives can be a modest boost. When trust is low, incentives can become a bandage that
teaches the organization, “We can buy participation.” That is risky because it avoids fixing the underlying issues.

If you are unsure whether incentives will help, run a pilot in one department first, with the same survey design,
same timing, and the same communications. Compare response and completion rates, and watch for signs of
careless responding such as very fast completion with straight-line patterns.

Improve the follow-through, even before the survey ends
Here is a hard truth: response rates respond to whether employees believe the organization will act. You can
strengthen that belief before the survey closes.

You do not need to promise specific outcomes that you cannot control, but you can communicate the process and
the timeline.

Employees are watching whether leadership does anything with prior surveys. If the last survey produced a slide
deck with no visible changes, employees learn that participation is symbolic. If you can show a credible follow-up
loop, response rates often improve even among skeptical employees.

A strong follow-through plan has two ingredients: action and communication.

Action means someone owns themes and works with leaders to propose changes. Communication means
employees hear what was heard and what will happen next, even if you cannot do everything.

One organization I worked with posted a “survey board” internally. It tracked themes, decisions taken, and what
was still under review. The next survey cycle had a noticeably higher response rate, and the improvement was not
subtle. What changed was not the questions, it was the proof that input leads to movement.

Segment thoughtfully, without shaming or singling out
Response rates differ across groups. That is normal. Shaping the campaign by segment can improve results, but it
needs tact.

If a particular department routinely has low participation, the fix is not to send that department more aggressive
reminders. It is to ask why.

Common reasons include:
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schedule collisions

mistrust based on past experience

unclear expectations from managers

language barriers

survey UX that works poorly for that population (for example, mobile constraints)

Work with those leaders to improve the process rather than increasing pressure. If you show up with a better
survey experience and a clearer explanation of how results are used, participation often rises.

Be careful with internal dashboards that track response rates at the individual level. Even if it is not your intention,
it can create a climate where employees feel monitored. If you need visibility, keep it at the manager or team level,
and use it to remove barriers, not to enforce compliance.

Manage managers as multipliers, not broadcasters
Managers are often the difference between “we sent a survey” and “we listened.”

Many managers feel uncomfortable asking for participation because they do not want to sound like they are
forcing it. Give them language that feels human and neutral.

A useful approach is to ask managers to:

remind employees the survey is open and how long it takes

acknowledge workload reality (“If you are swamped, choose a moment when you can answer thoughtfully”)

reinforce safety and anonymity

commit to reviewing themes together after results come back

When managers simply forward HR’s emails, employees treat the survey as an HR initiative, not a leadership
commitment. When managers frame it as a tool leadership uses to make decisions, participation improves.

Also, coach managers to avoid comments that undermine trust. Statements like “We will see who answers” or “This
is for my performance” can erode participation quickly. The message should be that participation helps improve
how work is organized.

Track completion, not only responses
Response rates are a useful starting metric, but completion tells you whether employees found the survey
manageable and credible.

A person can click the link and submit only a few items, or they can abandon midway. If your reporting only
counts “someone started” or “someone submitted,” you may miss a systematic problem.

Look for patterns such as:

a high drop-off on page two

unusually fast completion times

uneven completion across groups

When you identify where people exit, you can adjust the survey experience. Often, page breaks, unclear wording,
or overly repetitive questions cause drop-offs. Fixing those issues improves data quality and response usefulness,
even if the raw response rate changes only slightly.



Use better reminders, not more reminders
Reminders work best when they reduce uncertainty and restate the value.

A reminder that just says “Please complete the survey” tends to get ignored. A reminder that reminds employees
how long it takes, when it closes, and why leadership is listening tends to work better.

Also, rotate tone slightly. If every reminder sounds identical, employees start pattern-matching it as noise. You can
vary the subject line, but keep the core information consistent. A gentle nudge plus a clear deadline often
outperforms a stern warning.

If your organization supports it, add an FAQ to the invitation page or an internal help channel. Employees hold
back when they have unanswered questions like “Is it really anonymous?” or “What if I do not have time?” When
you address those questions, reminders become less necessary.

Handle objections directly, especially for skeptical employees
Some employees will tell you, either out loud or through their behavior, that surveys do not matter. Those
objections are not always wrong. If you have not acted on previous results, skepticism is rational.

The goal is to respond with process. Employees do not need optimism. They need evidence that their time is
respected.

Here is a practical way to handle objections without getting into debates about company culture. Communicate a
specific sequence. For example, “We will compile themes, share a summary within X weeks, and publish an action
plan for the top themes.” Then follow it. If you cannot commit to a timeline yet, communicate what you can
commit to, such as “We will publish results by month-end, and we will run a follow-up session with leaders within
the next quarter.”

Skeptical employees often return when they see that the organization is consistent.

Avoid common traps that quietly lower response rates
A few issues come up again and again in survey campaigns.

One trap is changing the survey dramatically between cycles without explaining why. Employees experience that as
“moving goalposts,” even if the changes are improvements.

Another trap is burying the invitation in long emails. If the email takes more effort to read than the survey takes
to complete, you lose.

A third trap is ignoring what employees have already told you. When survey results get filed away, future surveys
https://www.remotelytalents.com/blog/hibob-review-features-pricing-competitors become less credible.

Finally, some organizations run surveys that are broad but do not connect to decisions leaders can make.
Employees can sense when questions are disconnected from reality. If you want higher response rates, design the
survey to inform real choices, then make sure leadership can actually act on what you collect.

What success looks like, and how to judge your baseline
There is no universal “good” response rate because organizations vary in size, shift patterns, geography, and trust
levels. A small office with stable teams can see strong participation quickly. A distributed workforce with shift work
may need a different approach.
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Instead of chasing a single number, track trends and leading indicators:

overall response rate by campaign

completion rate, especially drop-off by section

participation by location, shift, and manager

qualitative feedback about clarity and safety

time from close to results publication

A campaign can be “successful” even if response rates are modest, as long as the data is high-quality,
representative, and leads to visible action. Conversely, a campaign can deliver a high response rate that yields
weak insights if employees rushed through or if the survey is misunderstood.

A simple plan to improve next cycle
If you are preparing for your next survey window and want a realistic sequence, focus on the highest-leverage
items first: survey design, clarity of communications, timing, and follow-through.

Start by reviewing last time. What section had the highest drop-off? Where did employees complain about time or
anonymity? Which groups were consistently low? Then adjust only what you can explain and implement before the
next launch.

The most common pattern I have seen is improvement coming from aligning three things at once:

a survey that takes a reasonable amount of time

communications that are consistent and specific

leaders who follow up with action and transparency

You can add reminders, you can refine messages, you can even use incentives. But if the survey feels unsafe, too
time-consuming, or disconnected from action, those moves only delay the real problem.

Closing the loop: the fastest way to raise response rates next time
If you want higher response rates in the next cycle, treat the current cycle as the beginning, not the end.

Once results are in, share them in a way employees can absorb. Do not over-interpret every line item. Instead,
focus on themes and decisions. Explain what you will do, what you will not do, and why. If a theme is important
but constrained by budget, headcount, or operational realities, say that plainly. Employees often respect clarity
more than optimism.

Then, set a cadence for follow-through so it does not evaporate after the survey results meeting. Even small visible
changes, when tied to employee input, build belief.

When employees believe their answers lead to real outcomes, response rates become easier. The work shifts from
“convince people to respond” to “make responding feel like part of how the company operates.”

That is the culture version of survey participation: not a one-time event, but a feedback habit sustained by trust,
clarity, and follow-through.


