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LESSONS FROM AN EMPLOYEE SURVEY IN AN IRRIGATION
DEPARTMENT IN NORTH INDIA

Harry E. Cantle ME*

Abstract

An employee survey was undertaken in the Uttar Pradesh Irrigation Department as part of the
research of an Institutional Strengthening and Restructuring consultancy. A methodology
commonly used in Australia was simplified and circulated to 32,000 staff. A relatively low
response was received compared to that usually expected, but even so, much information about
the organisation could be extracted.

The survey faced formidable barriers due to an organisational culture, which is coercive and
non-transparent, but many lessons were learnt that are useful to those seeking to apply
democratic management tools in “feudal” bureaucracies.
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Introduction

Throughout the world, large organisations use the technique of employee surveys to gauge the
opinions of staff about features of current operating conditions and perceptions of the future. A
perception survey is both democratic and personal, if returns are completed honestly. The
literature on this subject is extensive and a vibrant consultancy industry exists in India, as
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elsewhere, offering Employee Perception services to companies. However, a web search will
quickly reveal that the published results emphasize outcomes like “our Company is the best
place to work” rather than the far more valuable insights such as “managers who communicate
company objectives clearly have more productive teams”. The techniques have evolved
internationally during the last twenty years and organisations usually prefer to outsource the
activity since this increases the perceptions of independence as well as protecting individual
staff confidentiality. The downside of this evolution is that an organisation wishing to
commence a survey process (commonly it is repeated every second year) is generally forced to
engage a specific consultant, and use them repeatedly, and thus become trapped in the extent
of benchmarking across similar industries to the size of the consultant’s client base. The author
gained lengthy experience in Australian government department undertaking surveys, using
generic Australian questionnaires designed to be applicable across different industry types.

During the author’s tenure in Lucknow (2004-2007) leading the Institutional Strengthening and
Restructuring project, it was noted that discussion was prevalent in both the popular press® and
in serious journals® of the concept of India’s “Feudal Democracy”. This refers to the gap
between notional democratic norms and the ground reality of power, influence and money in
the daily political economy, which is particularly strident in North India.

These papers resonated with the observations of the operations of the Uttar Pradesh Irrigation
Department (UPID) bureaucracy, and led to the coining of the expression “feudal organisation”
for this paper. The phenomenon is certainly not new, being elegantly described by Sharma®*

who noted that the cultural framework of Indian management presents:

“a plausible picture of the average Indian’s resistance to change, his willingness to delegate but
unwillingness to accept authority, his fear of taking an independent decision, his possessive
attitude towards his inferiors and his abject surrender to his superiors, his strict observance of
rituals and his disregard of them in practice, his preaching of high morals and against personal
immorality, and his near desperate efforts at maintaining the status quo while talking of
change”

2 E.g. The Hindu, January 01, 2002
AV Rajwade (2002). ‘Fifty Five Years of a Feudal Democracy’ Economic and Political Weekly 37(33): 3398-3401.
* Sharma, 1.J. (1984). ‘The culture context of Indian managers.” Management and Labour Studies, 9(2): 72-80.
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The seminal work by Robert Wade” also greatly influenced the author as he struggled to make
sense of the emerging UPID data and in fact when he shared the then 25 years old paper with a
senior engineering manager in the organisation, the engineer announced “it is describing me”.
However, it should be emphasized that the term is not intended to be judgemental, rather the
author hopes that it assists in the discrimination between simple bureaucratic responses and
the far more hierarchical and tribute-related transactions of the truly feudal relationship that
emerged as commonplace within the organisation.

This paper was prepared as a “practitioners report”, not an academic critique of employee
perception surveys, and two themes will be pursued:

1) Demonstration of the use of a survey to assist management decision making.

2) Lessons learned in survey design and practice in the Indian Public Service context.
The goal of the paper then is to demonstrate how information-laden is this management tool,

even when facing a feudal organisation.

Design of the survey

Approximately 32,000 copies of a one-page questionnaire were distributed widely across the
UPID area of operations, accompanied by an endorsement of the process by the Head of the
Department. A conventional five-point response scale was considered, but the survey team
were doubtful about using it because it was thought there would be a tendency to "mark down
the middle". Instead, a simple “yes/no” option was given. An invitation to freely comment was
included at the end of the questionnaire.

The results of this survey are remarkable because of the high incidence of what the author has
called “feudal” voting, where the employee has answered in the way that would please his
boss. In fact it came to be known that some staff checked their responses with their
supervisors, who countersigned the results! When this became apparent, experienced locals
said, “Well what do you expect in a punishment-driven organisation?”

In excess of 2,000 questionnaires were completed and returned for analysis - a return rate of
6.3 %. For comparison, it is not unusual to achieve a 70% response rate in an organisation that
is reasonably compact, that provides a personal survey to each employee delivered by mail to
their home address, and which undertakes a follow up telephone call to each employee to
assist with preparation of a response using an independent consultant.

5
WADE R. (1982). ‘THE SYSTEM OF ADMINISTRATIVE AND POLITICAL CORRUPTION: CANAL IRRIGATION IN SOUTH INDIA’ JOURNAL OF
DEVELOPMENT STUDIES 18(3): 287 — 328.

Lessons from an Employee Survey in an Irrigation Department in North India




www.sawasjournal.org Volume 2 | Issue 1

None of these logistical criteria were met in Uttar Pradesh and although geography,
communications and cost were a significant barrier, the main limiting factor was concerns held
regarding the independence of 65% of the received returns, where such features as
endorsement by supervisors on the form and “block voting” done with the same handwriting
and pen in the ‘Comments’ field were apparent, leading to a rejection of these from the
analytical process. In order to analyse all responses in a similar way, those lacking the important
demographic and geographic data were also rejected, resulting in 850 usable responses.

In the structured survey of 12 questions®, information was sought in three areas where future
management initiatives were feasible:

— relating to the relationship with the individual’s superior officer
— relating to the impact of the organisation on the individual

— relating to the individual’s perceptions
Therefore we can look at the survey in terms of the management behaviours of the boss and of

the organisation and the impact of these two forces on employee satisfaction and hope.

Figure 1 in the next page illustrates the experience of staff, where it can be seen that a broad
range of length of work experience was sampled.

°A major unanticipated difficulty arose with the translation of the English questions into Hindi. Readers familiar
with surveys will be aware that the specific wording used in a survey has a major impact on responses. For this
reason surveyors are extremely reluctant to revise questions in subsequent survey exercises, as this destroys the
temporal comparisons. Similarly with translations, there is the challenge of a lack of a one-to-one correlation with
the English, with often a wider word choice in the Hindi. If our exercise is repeated in UPID in the future, we would
advise maintaining the wording, even if misinterpretations arise in practice (see analysis in Figure 10 later). The
survey form in Hindi is appended to this paper.
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Those familiar with North India will be aware of most of the staff designations in the chart
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(figure 2). Seenchpals

and Beldars are skilled field workers, Senior Assistants are clerical
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workers with long seniority, and Junior Engineers (JEs) are para-professional engineers.
Assistant Engineers (AEs) and Executive Engineers (EEs) are qualified professional engineers.

The UPID, which is common with most irrigation departments in India (and in Central Asia,
where the author is currently engaged), suffers from a major decline from its halcyon days of
large budgets and the construction of gigantic new projects. It has slipped from its position as

employer of choice to an organisation that has extreme difficulty in attracting young talent
(figure 3)’.
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Table 1 indicates the names of the places in Uttar Pradesh from where more than 10 responses
were received, and also the 13 main designa

Executive Engineers, Supervising Engineers and Chief Engineers together since they are all Class
1 officers.

"To“investigate the reasonsaaowthgd ytoawnighe nRé meretr me atr’e aaost

reference for the consultancy. Contributing factors include remoteness of work locations, poor working conditions,

l ow of ficial remuneration (and in r e c e n gtionnhiie wass , r
designed to provide data in some of these sociological areas.




