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Enhancing Employee Engagement and Client Satisfaction and Outcomes

A Case Study of Sonoma County’s Employee Survey
Mary Greenham

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Workforce issues of crisis proportions, including 
high turnover and low morale, challenge human ser-
vices agencies across the country and in California. 
Santa Cruz County is not immune to these work-
force issues. Staff is the most important resource a 
human services agency has, the resource they have 
the most influence over, and the key factor in suc-
cessful client outcomes. It is critical and necessary, 
therefore, to enhance staff engagement in their work. 
This case study will outline the process Sonoma 
County Human Services Department (HSD) has de-
veloped to identify the gaps between the workforce 
their agency has today, and the workforce the agency 
must have tomorrow to achieve long-term success. 
It also outlines how the knowledge generated thus 
far can benefit Santa Cruz County Human Services  
Department.

Sonoma County HSD produces an annual em-
ployee survey. Sonoma County HSD recognizes that 
the positive well-being of staff is not only in the staff’s 
best interest, but also in the organization’s and in the 

community’s. Their employee survey is a method of 
taking the pulse of the workforce and being able to 
distribute the results in a readable and understand-
able format. Plans are made and action is taken to 
increase staff satisfaction in the workplace based on 
an interpretation of the survey results. Initial results 
demonstrate that staff engagement and satisfaction 
is increasing as a result of this process. Research dem-
onstrates that client satisfaction and outcomes will 
follow suit. Santa Cruz County HSD’s mission is to 
improve outcomes for the community with the value 
of excellent service and practice by staff. An informal 
survey done by BASSC participants shows that the 
vast majority of staff at Sonoma County feel valued 
as employees and even more importantly, believe the 
employee survey is useful. With staff as the resource 
over which an organization may have the most influ-
ence, this case study recommends implementation of 
and outlines the steps for an annual survey process as 
a tool to achieve the mission and goals of Santa Cruz 
County HSD.

Mary Greenham, Social Work Supervisor II,  
Santa Cruz County Human Services Department
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Introduction
There are many challenges posed by the current orga-
nizational context of human services practice. Many 
of these challenges are outside the control of manage-
ment, such as when the federal or state government 
institutes far-reaching budget cuts; however, many 
of the external and internal forces that influence the 
organization context of work can be mediated. Hu-
man services agencies are only as good as the work-
force that serves the community. Workforce issues of 
crisis proportions challenge human services agencies 
across the country and in California, including high 
turnover and low morale. Santa Cruz County is not 
immune to these workforce issues.

Managers and the board can devise strategies to 
improve organizational functioning, increase job re-
tention and empower staff to do their work produc-
tively and successfully. Staff is the most important 
resource a human services agency has, the resource 
they have the most influence over, and the key factor 
in successful outcomes. It is critical and necessary, 
therefore, to enhance staff engagement in their work. 
This case study will outline the process Sonoma 
County Human Services Department (HSD) has 
developed to identify gaps between the workforce 
their agency has today and the workforce the agency 
must have tomorrow to achieve long term success. 
It also outlines how the knowledge generated thus 
far can benefit Santa Cruz County Human Services  
Department.

Santa Cruz County HSD’s mission is to improve 
community outcomes by: protecting the vulnerable, 
promoting self-sufficiency, alleviating poverty, and 
improving quality of life; with the values of: compas-
sion, integrity, partnerships, and effective practice 
on the part of staff. To that end, Santa Cruz County 

Family and Children Services Division (FCS) has 
been working with social workers for close to two 
years now on areas such as casework philosophy, 
communication, perceptions, assumptions, feelings, 
and practice standards—all integral to staff satis-
faction and engagement. This work began when a 
small group of social workers brought concerns to 
management, and it has grown to include quarterly 
work groups of social workers, supervisors, manag-
ers, union and staff development personnel, as well 
as in-person and SurveyMonkey polls of social work 
staff. Santa Cruz County FCS management is spend-
ing considerable time and resources to increase staff 
satisfaction and engagement. Can we find a way to 
do this work with workers across all work classes  
of the department, within all divisions? Is there a 
more effective way to go about achieving long-term 
success of our mission and meeting the needs of the 
organization?

Sonoma County Human Services Department 
is entering its fifth year of producing an annual em-
ployee survey. Jo Weber, the transformational direc-
tor of Sonoma County HSD since 2006, brought for-
ward the idea of the survey and utilized her influence 
to make it a tool that develops not only her manage-
ment practices, but also those of her executive team. 
Sonoma County HSD is interested in the well-being 
of its employees and recognizes that the positive well-
being of staff is not only in the staff’s best interest, 
but also in that of the organization and the com-
munity. The Sonoma County HSD employee survey 
gauges perceptions and attitudes at a single point in 
time each year. It takes the pulse of the workforce 
and is able to distribute the results in a readable and 
understandable format. In addition, Jo Weber and 
the executive team make plans and take action to in-
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crease their staff’s satisfaction in the workplace based 
on interpretation of the survey results.

The Survey
Sonoma County HSD’s first employee survey was 
taken in 2007. The initial survey was modeled af-
ter a Napa County employee survey that Jo Weber 
had the opportunity to review while at a lunch with 
other directors. Marla Stuart, director of Planning 
Research and Evaluation (PRE) for Sonoma County 
HSD, explained the philosophy behind the annual 
survey: the executive team cares to quantify how em-
ployees are feeling and thinking because the director, 
Jo Weber, does, and because they should. As a result, 
PRE evaluates the workforce annually with the sur-
vey instrument.

Initially, the survey was 39 questions in length. 
The survey was pared down to 23 questions in 2010.1 
Included in the 2010 version are the 12 employee 
survey questions Gallup validated and researched. 
The Gallup questions have been analyzed over sev-
eral decades and are used in 114 countries in 41 lan-
guages. The questions have been shown to effectively 
measure employee engagement. The survey also in-
cludes demographic question, a comments section, 
and several questions retained from previous years to 
track trends. With the exception of the demograph-
ics and comment questions, the response choices use 
a 5-point Likert scale that ranges from strongly dis-
agree to strongly agree.

Sonoma County HSD is committed to a survey 
process that honors anonymity. The survey is distrib-
uted to employees for a two-week period in June or 
July of each year. It is available to complete online via 
SurveyMonkey at the office or at home. The survey 
is also made available in hard copy for folks to fill 
out and return via interoffice mail. Only three demo-
graphic questions are asked and they can be skipped, 
as can any question. All results are reported in aggre-
gate. If a subgroup has less than five members, then 
that subgroup is not reported individually though 
its results would be included in the larger division 

groupings. The comments section is analyzed using 
content analysis techniques to keep the responses 
anonymous. Comments are sorted into themes, and 
themes are reported rather than specific comments. 
In addition, only three employees (all in the PRE di-
vision) have access to individual responses.

Sonoma HSD aims for a 70% response rate to 
achieve the greatest statistical significance that the 
results accurately reflect the overall thoughts and 
feelings of employees. A response rate of 73% was 
achieved for the 2010 survey; this was the highest 
response rate yet. When a response rate of less than 
50% is received on any question, the results are seen 
as inadequate and are not reported.

The survey responses are analyzed and inter-
preted by PRE division. Much work has been done 
to make the information gained from the survey 
available as soon as possible. In 2010, results and a 
draft report were available for the executive team 
three months after results were collected. The results 
were made available to the entire department one 
month later in a final report. The results, interpreta-
tions, plans and goals of management were distrib-
uted and discussed with employees on many levels: 
department-wide, division-wide, and within indi-
vidual units. The employee survey engages all staff in 
problem-solving, renewal and redesign of their work 
environment.

Why Take An Annual Survey?
This survey is the vision of Jo Weber and directly in-
forms her goals as director of Sonoma County HSD. 
This survey directly impacts Jo Weber’s goal of en-
suring staff feel valued, safe, and happy to work at 
HSD. The survey indirectly impacts the agency goals 
of clients feeling welcomed and getting help to meet 
their needs, and of the community looking to HSD 
as a resource and valuing human services. The driv-
ing force of this survey is Jo Weber’s theoretical per-
spective on leadership: “know yourself.” The ancient 
Greek philosopher Socrates is said to have said the 
unexamined life is not worth living. Certainly, the 
employee survey gives Jo Weber, the executive team, 
and all staff a chance to closely examine their roles, 1 Appendix—2010 Sonoma County Employee Survey Questions.
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responsibilities, successes and challenges at work. 
The survey is, in essence, a 360-degree evaluation.  
Jo Weber sees the survey as a way to ask oneself, 
“Who am I and what is important to me?” She be-
lieves it is very important to ask oneself this and that 
the more one asks the question, the more the answer 
becomes clear and provides focus. The survey is a tool 
for introspection and assessment to occur simultane-
ously on micro mezzo and macro levels. The process 
of the survey is creating positive change in Sonoma 
County.

Jo Weber is providing focus for her manage-
ment team to ensure staff get what they need to be 
supported in doing human services work in the ex-
tremely challenging social, political and financial 
environment of today. The survey aids management 
in ensuring the tools and resources to do the work 
are provided. The survey promotes a positive work 
environment and happiness on the job. These are 
all factors that are known to affect job retention 
and recruitment (Champanoise 2006; Daft & Mar-
cic 2004; Harter, Schmidt & Hayes 2002; Harter, 
Schmidt & Keyes 2002; Larkin 2005). Jo Weber be-
lieves that her job is to take care of the people under 
her and that her staff’s job is to take care of the cli-
ents. When she is supporting her staff, they will be 
supporting their clients, who in turn, she assumes, 
will have better outcomes.

The research supports Jo Weber’s employee sur-
vey to increase her staff’s satisfaction and her belief 
that if she and the agency support staff, client out-
comes will be better. Daft and Marcic (2004) sug-
gest that in order to thrive within an increasingly 
complex environment, organizations must embrace 
both operational and transformational changes. The 
Sonoma County HSD employee survey is a way for 
staff to feel heard and valued. The problems that staff 
identify can be turned into possibilities through 
the response of management. Larkin (2005) states 
that positive work environments and a sense of per-
sonal power influence staff to carry out their work 
effectively. In addition, Harter, Schmidt and Keyes 
(2002) suggest that survey tools can be used to create 
meaningful change in the workplace; giving feed-

back on surveys relates to improvements in upward 
(direct report to supervisor) feedback scores.2

Harter, Schmidt and Keyes (2002) did a meta-
analysis of the relationship between employee work-
place perceptions and organizational outcomes. They 
concluded that the presence of positive workplace 
perceptions and feelings are associated with higher 
productivity and lower rates of turnover. Meta-anal-
ysis also revealed positive relationships between job 
satisfaction, particularly satisfaction with one’s su-
pervisor and one’s work, and individual performance. 
Harter, Schmidt and Keyes (2002) suggest that more 
satisfied employees are more cooperative, are more 
helpful to their colleagues, are more punctual and 
time efficient, show up for more days of work, and 
stay with the company longer. The research also 
clearly links emotional well-being with work perfor-
mance. Frederickson (1998) describes how positive 
emotions broaden the scope of attention, cognition 
and action, and build physical, intellectual and social 
resources. Positive emotions lead to more enduring 
thoughts and actions that then relate to successful 
outcomes within organizations.

Several studies (Yoo and Brooks 2005; Glisson & 
Hemmelgarn 1998; and Glisson & Green 2006) have 
studied the relationship between client outcomes 
and organizational variables such as workplace con-
ditions (leadership and commitment) and worker re-
sponses (satisfaction and organization commitment). 
Their studies suggest that organizational climate has 
a direct impact on client outcomes. Harter, Schmidt 
and Hayes (2002) used meta-analysis to examine the 
relationship between employee satisfaction-engage-
ment and organizational outcomes such as customer 
satisfaction, productivity, employee turnover and ac-
cident rates. They found generalizable relationships 
between employee satisfaction-engagement and 
organizational outcomes, implying that changes in 
management practices that increase employee satis-
faction are likely to increase desired outcomes.

Helfrich states that the organizational context 
within which services are delivered is highly influ-

2 This was a key area of positive change noted by Sonoma County HSD.
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ential in determining the outcome of those services 
and that, by measuring and benchmarking impor-
tant aspects of organizational performance (such as 
those indicated in the Gallup employee engagement 
survey), leaders can put into place specific strategies 
to improve practice and monitor results. This is what 
is occurring at Sonoma HSD.

Outcomes
The survey results give Jo Weber and the executive 
team an accurate understanding of what all staff are 
feeling and thinking, as opposed to just to a small 
but vocal group of outliers. This allows management 
to prioritize issues that are important to everyone. 
The survey and its process lets staff know that they 
are listened to. A list of suggestions is garnered from 
the survey results. Each suggestion is addressed, 
with an explanation of if it will or will not be imple-
mented and why.

Changes that have been implemented as a result 
of employee input include: increased communication 
with all staff through e-mails and staff meetings; im-
proved safety of lobbies; increased opportunities for 
staff to provide suggestions on issues (e.g. the bud-
get); improved performance evaluation systems; and 
changes by individual managers and supervisors in 

their divisions and units. The biggest impact, per 
Marla Stuart of PRE is staff reporting greater satisfac-
tion in their relationship with their direct supervisor.

The Bay Area Social Services Consortium in-
terns who studied the employee survey at Sonoma 
HSD took a small and anonymous poll of 25 staff 
from two offices. We had the opportunity to discuss 
how the survey was developed and analyzed with 
PRE, and to talk with executive management about 
their reasons for implementing the survey. This led 
to an interest in staff perceptions to see if they 
thought they were benefiting from the survey pro-
cess. Four questions were asked to explore staff 
thoughts and feelings about the survey and to deter-
mine if the survey was achieving Jo Weber’s goals. 
The questions were:
 ■ Overall do you think the survey is useful?
 ■ Do you think you are valued as an employee 

here?
 ■ Do you think people tell the truth on the  

survey?
 ■ Do you think the survey helps management to 

understand staff concerns?
While not generalizable to HSD, the results are 

interesting. (See Figure 1.)
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Jo Weber’s goal is for staff to feel valued, happy 
and safe working at HSD. It appears significant that 
75% of staff polled feel valued: over 50% strongly felt 
this way. Also, of those staff who do not feel valued, 
they did not feel devalued. In addition, the majority 
of staff polled reported they found the annual em-
ployee survey useful, believed people were telling the 
truth on that survey, and felt that it was helping 
management understand staff concerns. Staff stating 
they believe the truth is being told and that they are 
being understood indicates feelings of safety and 
value.

Recommendations for Santa Cruz County
Social work’s priority has always been on practice 
in the context of the larger eco-system. This focus 
is critical in workforce research and change efforts, 
as the organizational and supervisory context in-
fluence staff satisfaction and engagement. As paral-
lel process theory (and emerging research) predict, 
staff satisfaction and engagement influences client 
satisfaction and outcomes. Sonoma HSD uses their 
annual employee survey as a key part of significant 
system changes and department-wide improvements. 
A review of their results over the past 5 years reveals 
employee satisfaction and engagement is indeed 
measurably and significantly changing in a positive 
direction. The research indicates that client out-
comes are likely to follow.3 Research in the health 
and human services fields demonstrates employee 
satisfaction has a direct positive effect on client sat-
isfaction, and client satisfaction has a direct positive 
effect on compliance with treatment and services 
outcomes (Champnoise, 2006; Glisson & Hemmel-
garn, 1998; Harter, Schmidt and Keyes 2002; Hel-
frich; Weisman & Nathanson 1985; Yoo 2002; Yoo 
& Brooks 2005).

Santa Cruz County could utilize the path that 
Sonoma County HSD has already mapped out to fo-
cus on staff engagement-satisfaction. Sonoma HSD 
has already developed a survey instrument with high 
validity and reliability through the use of the well-

researched Gallup employee engagement questions. 
The survey tool, SurveyMonkey, is already utilized 
by Santa Cruz. The following are the steps to imple-
mentation:
 ■ Identify a planning and implementation team.
  ❒  Santa Cruz County could utilize our Planning  

and Evaluation Division and Staff Development.
  ❒  The team could network with Sonoma County 

PRE and utilize the Gallup 12 questions, as 
well as look into issues that are important to 
the Santa Cruz County HSD workforce.

 ■ Identify who will conduct, analyze and interpret 
the survey.

  ❒  Santa Cruz County Planning and Evaluation 
Division’s Madeline Noya and Sherra Clinton, 
as well as other members of that team, have 
the ability and knowledge to accomplish these 
tasks.

 ■ Champion the commitment. This is unlikely to 
be a successful endeavor or get buy-in from staff 
without commitment from the topmost level of 
the organization. The executive team and man-
agement would need to champion a commit-
ment to an annual employee survey, to the desire 
to get employee feedback and increase multilevel 
communication, and to not only hear employee 
perceptions but to make changes as a result. This 
would be done through a multitude of media, 
including e-mails, meetings, and from person to 
person.

 ■ Analyze results quickly. A three-month time pe-
riod from survey to results is recommended. En-
sure the results are available to all staff. Utilize 
the results to create action plans that identify 
interventions and measure effectiveness.

 ■ Three months from survey, give the first reports 
to the executive team, who will then decide upon 
actions to implement immediately.

 ■ Four months from survey, disseminate reports 
to all staff. These should include actions that will 
be taken by the executive team and reasons why 
certain areas are or are not being addressed.

  ❒  Results should be disseminated by the direc-
tor in department meetings and by e-mail, by 3 This research has not yet been done with Sonoma HSD’s data.
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the division director in division meetings, by 
managers in staff meetings, and by supervisors 
in unit meetings.

  ❒  Results and Report should be available online 
for all staff to read and to print out

 ■ Santa Cruz County would benefit from com-
mitting to annual surveys for at least a three-
year period to establish a baseline. It can then 
determine the amount of progress that is being 
made and ensure that the outcomes continue to 
warrant the survey process on an annual basis, as 
well as to make any necessary adjustments.
The workforce is the Human Services Depart-

ment’s most valuable resource, and it has the ability 
to effect the greatest positive change for the com-
munity the county serves. The cost of strengthening 
and renewing that resource via an employee engage-
ment survey is quite reasonable. SurveyMonkey fees 
(about $30 monthly) are already paid for and utilized 
by Santa Cruz County. The software used for analy-
sis by Sonoma County is Statistical Package for So-
cial Science. As mentioned previously, Santa Cruz 
County HSD Planning and Evaluation Division al-
ready has this software available and the knowledge 
to utilize it.

Although Santa Cruz County has been working 
with staff on some staff satisfaction and engagement 
issues, these tend to be from a small and vocal part of 
the workforce that may or may not be representative 
of the whole. This work is only targeting the satisfac-
tion of one class of workers in one division of Santa 

Cruz County HSD—and it is costing a lot of time and 
resources to look at organizational improvements for 
a very small section of the organization. It would be 
invaluable and cost-efficient to survey the workforce 
as a whole and quantify staff feelings, thoughts and 
perceptions. It would be even more worthwhile to 
survey staff on an annual basis and enter into a mu-
tual process of organizational assessment that would 
serve not only to improve employee’s satisfaction 
with their work, retention, productivity and the or-
ganizational environment, but also to improve client 
satisfaction and outcomes. It is, after all, our ultimate 
mission.
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 1 I know what is expected of me at work.

 2 I have the materials and equipment I need to do 
my work right.

 3 At work I have the opportunity to do what I do best 
every day.

 4 In the last seven days, I have received recognition 
or praise for doing good work.

 5 My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to care 
about me as a person.

 6 There is someone at work who encourages my 
development.

 7 In the last six months, someone at work has talked 
to me about my progress.

 8 In the last year, I have had opportunities at work to 
learn and grow.

 9 At work, my opinions seem to count.

 10 I have a best friend at work.

 11 I feel physically safe at work.

 12 Managers and supervisors work well with 
employees of different backgrounds.

Appendix
2010 Sonoma County Employee Survey Questions

 13 Staff work well with clients of different 
backgrounds.

 14 In my Division, management understands that the 
current workload is difficult.

 15 I have a high level of confidence in the managers 
of my division.

 16 I have a high level of confidence in the HSD 
Director (Jo Weber).

 17 My fellow employees are committed to doing 
quality work.

 18 The mission or purpose of the Human Services 
Department makes me feel my job is important.

 19 I made a difference in the lives of my clients/
customers.

 20 For which division do you work?

 21 In what building do you work?

 22 What is the category of your position?

 23 Are there any other thoughts that you want to 
share with the Executive Team?


