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Introduction
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Continuous listening has become a buzzword in HR circles over the past several years, 
but many people lack clarity about the meaning of the term. Broadly defined, continuous 
listening refers to gathering feedback from employees about the work experience 
continuously throughout the employee lifecycle.
 
More feedback is a good thing—if it provides the insights leaders need to make 
improvements in the employee experience—and, by extension, the organization’s 
success. The most important features of a continuous listening strategy are determining 
what to measure and why, which survey tools will best capture the data needed by the 
organization, and how often to measure. This guide will examine the key considerations 
for designing a continuous listening strategy appropriate for your organization.
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Continuous Listening: 
What It Is & What It Isn’t 
(Or Shouldn’t Be)

As shown above, there are a variety of instruments for gathering and measuring 
employee feedback. Using a combination of these allows for more frequent and varied 
feedback, giving employees a greater voice and leaders the opportunity to track trends 
and react more quickly to emerging issues. Different types of surveys and polls are useful 
for different purposes:

Census surveys of the entire employee population provide both breadth and depth 
of information across the organization.



3

Continuous surveys are conducted by invitation, and are always “on.” Examples 
are onboarding and exit surveys, administered at specific points of each individual 
employee’s tenure in the organization.

Pulse surveys might be census, but tend to invite a sample of employees chosen at 
random or from a critical employee group, or on the basis of certain demographics. 
Pulse surveys can be useful for tracking trends or uncovering more detail about 
certain topics or chosen employee groups. These can take the form of a single item 
eNPS (Employee Net Promoter Score); a 10-20 question check-in; or even a longer 
survey on a defined topic, such as total rewards, diversity and inclusion, well-being, or 
other topics.

Manager-led polls provide a quick and easy way to follow up on actions prompted by 
survey feedback. A brief five-item survey can measure the effectiveness of the action, 
and highlight areas where improvement is needed.

Upward feedback might include 180 or 360 reviews focusing on manager behaviors, 
typically used for personal development of your people leaders.

Continuous listening is a strategy, not
a series of daily pulse surveys.

Lack of clarity about the meaning of “continuous listening” can lead to 
misunderstanding. Some people analytics practitioners have promoted the idea that 
daily pulse surveys are a one-size-fits-all solution for measuring employee engagement 
and perceptions. “Daily survey” gets conflated with “continuous listening” in some 
minds; what could be more continuous than asking for feedback every day? But asking 
a few questions to a small sample of the employee population each day isn’t really 
listening if it doesn’t capture what matters most to employees—and by extension, to the 
performance of the organization.
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 An effective continuous listening strategy is one that asks the right questions, of the 
right people, at the right time. As the list of survey types illustrates, different types of 
surveys are effective for different purposes; use the type and design of survey or poll that 
is the best fit for gathering the information you need. Just as it would be unreasonable 
to expect an annual survey to give insight about changes implemented six months later, 
it is unreasonable to expect a short pulse survey to provide the breadth and depth of 
data generated by a census survey. Used together and with other types of surveys and 
polls, both pulse and census surveys play important roles in a comprehensive continuous 
listening strategy.

Listening provides data and the potential for analysis, allows employees greater voice, 
and gives leaders better information for making improvements. But it’s important to keep 
in mind that a continuous listening strategy is only a means to an end. Data does not in 
itself effect change.

The whole point of asking the right questions, of the right people, at the right time is 
to get the right information to the right managers and leaders when they need it. The 
organizational focus should be on continuous action toward improvement; continuous 
listening is a strategy to help ensure action is focused to where it is most needed.

Continuous listening is a strategy, not
a series of daily pulse surveys.

Should all organizations focus on 
continuous listening?
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What should a continuous 
listening strategy 
measure?
One of the main advantages of continuous listening is its ability to provide feedback 
on the “moments that matter” in the employee experience—and in the lifecycle of the 
organization. The following diagram outlines the critical moments in the employee 
journey where feedback can identify opportunities for improvements in the experience:

Surveys for the onboarding and exit experiences are currently used by many 
organizations; the same process can be extended to other important parts of the 
employee journey: recruitment and hiring, development, and retention. These surveys 
are always “on” and are administered when appropriate.
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How often should you 
seek employee feedback?
Just as there are critical moments in the employee lifecycle, there are important moments 
in the business cycle where feedback is useful. These include census surveys once per 
year, pulse engagement surveys once or more per year, and sample surveys to measure 
perceptions about specific topics, such as changes in business structure or operations.
 
The following graphic is an illustration of what the schedule for a continuous listening 
program might look like. In this example, all the various types of surveys are deployed to 
gather information about the moments that matter in both the employee and business cycles:



Your continuous listening strategy and survey content should focus less on tracking or 
attaining a specific engagement score, and more on the organization’s unique drivers 
and enablers of organizational success. Success for your organization is defined by its 
strategy, purpose, culture, values, context, and more; your listening program should speak 
in this language and focus on addressing the unique set of factors most critical to your 
company’s success.

When it comes to surveys, one size never fits all.
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In practice, most organizations may use several of these survey tools rather than all of 
them; the chart merely illustrates the full array of tools available for a continuous listening 
strategy. Organizations should tailor their strategy to their needs and capacity.



How To Measure & Why
There are several considerations and practicalities to address in developing a continuous 
listening strategy.
 
Survey length is one of the most often discussed considerations. There is a mistaken 
assumption in some HR and people analytics circles that surveys should always be short—10 
items or less. While it is possible to go overboard and induce survey fatigue by asking too 
many questions or asking too often, assuming that employees don’t have the attention span 
to complete one comprehensive survey each year goes too far in the opposite direction. 

There are several problems with relying only on short surveys. The first is the message 
it communicates to employees: We say we value your feedback, but we don’t value it 
enough to ask everything we need in order to understand your experience. The simple 
fact is that a 10-item survey can’t possibly provide the detail needed to gain understanding 
of employees’ daily work experience (and employees know it). Short surveys are 
appropriate for seeking engagement feedback and to measure perceptions around 
specific topics, but they can fill in only a small part of a big picture.
 
Another major issue with the short-survey-only strategy is the utility of the data generated. 
With a census survey, correlations between data points are much easier to establish. 
Consider an approach that breaks the themes usually found on a census survey into a 
series of short surveys, with a different theme surveyed each month:

Employees have more to say than can be 
covered with 10 questions.
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It would be possible to cover the same ground usually covered in a census survey using 
such an approach, but the data would be less useful. Some employees would complete 
some monthly surveys and not others, which would make the data harder to correlate; 
in the end, the group of employees who complete every monthly survey would probably 
constitute a smaller data set than you would have with a single census survey. It would also 
be impossible to draw correlations between data points in different themes until the final 
monthly survey was completed—by that point, many employees who participated in surveys 
early in the year might no longer be with the organization.

Despite the view in some quarters that the annual census survey is outdated, it remains 
alive and well. The majority of large companies conduct census surveys, for the reasons 
already related in this guide. No other survey tool provides the breadth and depth of a 
census survey.

Not only is the census survey not dead—it’s a 
critical foundation for a successful continuous 
listening strategy.
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Census surveys collect data about all aspects of the employee experience at one time, 
and invite all employees in the organization to share their feedback. This rich data set not 
only allows correlations to be made between data points in different thematic areas; it 
also creates a database for comparison and correlation with pulse engagement or topic 
surveys. In addition, the census survey can help identify the topic areas where additional 
feedback is needed—providing direction for the design of shorter, topic-centric surveys.

A 50- to 60-item census survey provides the depth of information needed to gain 
insights into the employee experience and other issues critical for business success, and 
takes only around 10 minutes to complete. If you truly value your employees’ opinions 
and perceptions, isn’t it worth asking for 10 minutes of their time to find out what really 
matters to them?



12

Designing Your Continuous 
Listening Strategy: 
Additional Considerations
There are other important factors to take into consideration when designing a continuous 
listening program. These include:

Your technology/human resource information system (HRIS)—how does it interface 
with survey data? Some organizations are limited in the number of surveys they can 
conduct due to the difficulty in interfacing survey data with their internal systems.

The survey sample—who should be asked to participate in the survey and why? How 
is the sample generated?

Survey fatigue—will employees be asked for feedback so often that it becomes a nuisance?

Response rate—did enough employees participate in the survey to establish statistical 
significance of data? How is the design of the continuous listening program itself likely to 
impact the response rate?

“Deep” reporting—is the response rate sufficient to allow reporting down to the 
managerial unit level?

Your accompanying communication strategy—how will you regularly communicate that 
you’re not just listening; you’re using surveys to take action as a result of survey feedback? 
You need a plan to establish and reinforce that the communication is a two-way street.

Action planning—how, through this listening program, will you support your leaders in 
identifying and prioritizing themes, trends, and taking action?



Taking action—why bother with listening if you aren’t going to do anything with the 
feedback? In the end, the ultimate reason for establishing a continuous listening program 
is to improve the business and boost its success. Data alone can’t create improvements. 
Taking action is the “why” for the entire exercise.
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A good continuous listening strategy begins with your organization’s needs, goals, and 
business strategy. When and how often do you need feedback, and for what purposes? 
If you are moving from an annual or bi-annual survey program into a continuous listening 
strategy, think through the what, how, and why, rather than going straight to “let’s do 
all of these types of surveys.” Choose the survey tools that fit with your organization’s 
technology, culture, and business strategy, and will provide the information your 
organization needs. The focus of your strategy should be getting the right information 
into the right hands at the right time to enable business improvements. 

Surveys are not one-size-fits-all; neither is a 
continuous listening strategy.



Knowing your people is 
the key to unlocking their 
potential.
At Perceptyx our goal is to help you truly know your people, to fully unlock their potential 
and your organization’s success. We design surveys to uncover the insights you need to 
address your biggest challenges and strategic priorities. With customized surveys paired to 
our people analytics platform, Perceptyx can help you keep your finger on the pulse of your 
business.

The Perceptyx survey platform provides a solid foundation for your continuous listening 
strategy. Combined with our people analytics expertise, we can help you design a strategy 
that fits your business and delivers the insights most important to your company’s success. 
Contact us today to see how we can help you know your people and unleash your 
company’s full potential.

https://go.perceptyx.com/demo

