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Creating Effective Benefit Communications that Improve Engagement and 

Impact Employee Health 

March 18, 2020 
 

A tailored communications approach is critical to engaging employees in appropriate 

use of healthcare, employer-provided benefits and health improvement programs. The 

right mix of resources and tools and the way they are sequenced and reinforced can have 

a major impact on how employees manage their health and make informed health care 

decisions. 

 

The majority of participants in today’s program are employers, along with some 

consultants, vendors and providers. They joined this seminar to get a better 

understanding of: 

• Employer best practices, leading trends, and solutions that address key barriers 

• Important factors that influence the development and implementation of a 

comprehensive communications strategy 

• Approaches that boost employee appreciation, comprehension and compliance 

• Resources to help refine and refresh benefit communications 

 

Welcome 
Cheryl Larson, President and CEO, MBGH 

 

2019/2020 Health Benefits Direction Survey Results 

• Employer’s top benefits priorities for 2020 and beyond: 

o #1 was effective health communications 

o #2 was employee engagement in programs and use of benefits 

• Engagement is not just based on participation, but also whether employees are 

engaging in health benefits – people don’t always understand what benefits they 

need (benefits literacy) 

• Need to help employees understand what’s available  

• Note: In the survey, we ask about things we can actually control; there are so many 

things we cannot (e.g. who is in health plan network) 
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COVID-19 Communications: Actions for Employers 
Daniel Prokott, Partner, Faegre Drinker Biddle & Reath LLP 

 

Faegre Drinker created a resource employers can use during the COVID-19 crisis: 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19) Resource Center: Tools to prepare and respond to 

business and legal implications 

 

Broad Employee Communications 

• Commitment to employee health and safety 

• Prevention tips (those we have read/heard about) – advising employees to avoid 

close contact with people who are sick or appear to be sick, wash hands frequently, 

avoid touching face, stay home if have symptoms; these can’t be reiterated to the 

workforce enough 

• Travel restrictions – have been evolving; most recently employers are not allowing 

work-related travel, requiring employees to report personal travel to HR; we are not 

in typical times; all things are driven by employee health and safety 

• How to address symptoms, close contact, testing and diagnosis – communicating 

that if an employee has been in close contact with someone with the virus, they 

should self-quarantine, if have symptoms – stay home  

• Encouraging remote work  

• Limiting access to facilities and premises 

 

Responding to Employees’ Fears 

• Consistent messaging regarding commitment to employee health and safety 

o Address employee fears, e.g. expressing concerns about working around 

people who are older or more at risk; this requires delicate conversations  

o Encourage social distancing if employees need to interact with each other or 

customers; practice good preventive steps  

• Maintain flexibility  

• Manage workload, performance and wellness  

o Is my job in jeopardy?  

o Easing fears about workload – certain individuals are extremely busy; others 

have less to do 

o Addressing performance – working from home and being paid, be clear about 

performance expectations 

https://www.faegredrinker.com/en/insights/topics/coronavirus-covid-19-resource-center#Explore%20the%20Resource%20Center
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o Consistent messaging around wellness – remind employees about EAP, share 

activities for children (not all schools are supporting parents); try to help with 

creative strategies for employees 

 

Disability-Related Inquiries and Medical Exams 

• Taking employee temperatures (some employers are considering doing this) 

o This is likely a medical exam under federal law, but if people show up to work 

with a fever, there may be a direct threat to the workforce - it may be a 

business necessity to take a temperature 

• Communications regarding an employee’s test or diagnosis – employees may be 

concerned about who will administer the test, what records will be kept, what will be 

shared, how employees are going to be prevented from being near each other 

• Medical certifications and accommodations 

• Privacy concerns – thinking critically about who will get information and who it will 

be relayed to: 

o Employees may be concerned about people knowing they have a fever or have 

been diagnosed 

o Relaying this information to other employees without consent would violate 

various privacy and ADA laws 

o There are ways to communicate – if you learn of a diagnosis, you can ask the 

employee for consent to disclose this to limit exposure of others and 

determine who should self-quarantine 

o State law privacy concerns – have employees been told their medical 

information is being collected and for what purpose? 

• Older workers and employees with underlying medical conditions 

• Self-imposed and required quarantine 

 

Furloughs, Layoffs and Similar Actions 

• Hours/pay reductions: 

o There is a lot going on with communicating to employees about this and the 

related impact  

o The business/workforce may be directly impacted by the coronavirus; the 

government is ordering certain businesses to shut down 

• Temporary shutdown/furlough: 

o Employers need to think critically about how to communicate with 

employees about this – many want to say this is temporary 
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o Try to communicate this with the reality that there may be permanent 

employee terminations, things may change, what is temporary now may 

become longer later 

o Understand legal implications 

 

• Federal and state Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification (WARN) Act 

notice requirements: 

o Where there are 50 or more employees, mass layoffs of employees require 60 

calendar day advance notice unless there is an unforeseeable business 

circumstance exception 

o It’s incredibly important to work with legal counsel regarding how to address  

(this is evolving every day)  

• Impact of state and local government orders  

• Unemployment benefits 

o These are changing every day 

o Many states have eliminated the one-week waiting period allowing 

immediate eligibility if a person experiences a material loss of hours or laid 

off for a period of time due to the virus 

o Developing effective employee communications around this is important 

 

Participant question: Is there a requirement on type of notice by mail or email when 

communicating with employees about the coronavirus? 

• When distributing employee communications, use all available channels (email, text, 

phone) 

• Get word out quickly and as effectively as possible 

 

Participant question: Many employers with hourly workers are concerned about leave 

of absence/attendance – do we extend, do we pay? 

• Generally, when it comes to PTO or vacation (leave sick leave out for now), 

employers have the right to grant it or not grant it/require use, or not require use 

• Gets complicated when you are requiring people to be laid off but not allowing use of 

PTO – I’m recommending against that 

• Requiring use of PTO, even if it’s a forced furlough, is generally permissible  

• However, in states or locations that have sick leave ordinances, you should not 

require use of PTO to the extent that it covers sick leave for non-sick leave purposes 



 
 

5 
 

(taking away sick leave balances that could be used for legitimate sick leave purposes 

in the future) 

 

Participant question: Should we be sending out paychecks without timecards? 

• In certain jurisdictions, there are requirements that require you to provide 

information about balances (regular pay statements that reflect remaining PTO, sick 

leave balance) 

• Makes sense for these to continue to go out – conferring with payroll vendors about 

this is a wise step 

 

 

Think Like a Marketer: How communications impact the employee 

experience 
Sarah Denton, Director, Communication and Change Management, Willis Towers 

Watson 

Robin Kahn, Director, Health and Benefits, Willis Towers Watson 

 

• Benefit leaderss historically play more of an operations role (managing vendors, 

budgets) 

• Employers are providing more than benefits these days; some have upwards of 50 

different supplier partners, all with the mission to improve health and ideally the 

work performance of their workforce 

• How do you know you’re doing the right things, for the right people, at the right 

time, in the right ways? 

• Your role is more like a marketer – you have employees with varied needs and wants 

and your mission is to provide the best employee experience to attract and retain the 

talent you need 

• You need to figure out how to have the right partners, policies and communications 

in place to generate that experience 

• A combination of external and internal data can help create the optimal employee 

experience for your workforce 

 

The Employee Experience (EX) 

Four fundamental dimensions of the optimal employee experience include: 

• Purpose: A strong sense of purpose – know that the work they do matters 
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• People: Connection with great people and leaders 

• Work: Doing great work in a thriving organization 

• Total Rewards: Individual growth and receive rewards in return 

 

EX (employee experience) predicts sustained financial performance: 

• We did an analysis of poor, average and great EX across 120 global organizations 

• Those with great EX are seeing far superior financial performance across a number 

of metrics including return on equity, revenue growth and gross profit margin 

• How do these companies create a great EX? 

 

Understanding the Market 

• How benefits impact the employee experience 

• Every good marketer is steeped in data – what’s going on externally along with 

internal data on your customers today 

• Includes not only what employer is doing, includes how employees feels about it 

 

The Employer View 

Benefits Trends Survey 2019 

• Includes responses from employers of all sizes across all industries; 400 U.S. 

employers with 4.3 million employees 

• On average, these employers spend 24% of payroll on benefits 

• We asked employers their top priorities around creating a great employee experience 

 

• Almost every employer felt communication is key – need to understand how to enroll 

and engage employees 

• Enrollment and engagement have been the focus for most employers – not just “sign 

up” but actually engage 

• Companies are looking to understand segments of their populations so they can 

tailor their messages and delivery methods to create a more consumer-centric 

experience 

• Almost every employer we surveyed believes having a great employee experience 

needs to be a core of health and well-being strategy 

• Reality – not easy to change from an operations team to a marketing team 

• Some employers are leveraging internal data to gain a deeper understanding of 

customers, which helps them adopt practices that improve the employee experience 
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• Organizations that reach out, learn more about segments of their workforce and 

understand the diverse needs of the workforce, see a better employee experience 

• Aligning benefits to employee wants and needs was identified as a top priority for 

employers 

• Half of employers have no strategy for improving the employee experience 

• However, their mission over the next three years is to create and deliver an employee 

experience strategy and differentiate and tailor it to attract and retain critical talent 

 

The Employee View 

• A 2019 Global Benefit Attitudes Survey interviewed over 40,000 employees in 27 

markets 

• Six key themes of the survey: Physical/emotional well-being; financial well-being; 

total well-being & work culture; benefits preferences; choice & flexibility; and 

retirement expectations 

• The primary themes we’ll cover today: Benefits Preferences and Choice & Flexibility 

 

Key findings 

• Benefits matter – half of employees would prefer benefits or paid leave over more 

pay or a bonus 

• There is a desire for security, choice and flexibility 

• Large numbers of employees would be willing to pay for more generous health and 

retirement benefits 

• Enhanced choice improves benefits appreciation and addresses the diverse needs of 

multigenerational workforce 

• Employees prefer perks or additional benefits related to financial wellness, food and 

family areas 

• Employees are looking to employers to provide the tools needed for appropriate 

decision making 

• Flexible work arrangements enhance employee retention, job engagement and 

benefit plan appreciation 

• Benefits are a key driver of the employee experience 

• When benefits plans/package meets employee needs, employees are more engaged 

with their jobs and are more likely to remain with their employer  
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• When asked what would be most helpful in decision making about benefits plans, the 

top answer was a single place (a website) where employees can go that allows them 

to review and manage all benefits (54%) 

• This was followed by tools to help understand the cost of various options (38%) and 

online materials to help understand the different options available (35%) 

• How, where and when people get information about benefits is the top driver of 

experience with benefits package  

• We (employers) have a direct and strong impact on the employee experience when it 

comes to benefits 

• There is a correlation between information being easy to find and tools being 

effective, and people answering that the overall benefits package met their needs 

 

Getting to Know Your Employees 

• Over one in three employers who differentiate the employee experience use 

organizational analytics to test the effectiveness of the strategy 

• Employers are putting more emphasis/value on listening, analytics and the 

opinions/satisfaction of their employees 

• Number of employers planning to focus more on net promoter scores is increasing 

• How do you get to know your employees? 

o Continuous listening strategy is a way to positively impact the employee 

experience, specifically with their benefits package experience 

o Should be listening always and everywhere 

o Look at the cycle of a person’s life at an organization; connect using social 

media both at the start (before employees even join) and when an employee 

leaves the organization (use exit surveys) 

o Connecting with employees and listening to employees through every step is 

critical  

 

• How do you do this?  

o The best employers leverage a multifaceted, ongoing listening strategy 

o Establish a strong foundation through a company-wide census survey “event” 

(commonly known as an engagement survey); usually done once per year; 

provides a deep understanding and insight across the company, but can be 

expensive, time consuming  
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o Supplement with pulse surveys; smaller, more frequent and aimed at 

gathering specific and/or additional information (dig deeper); flexible, less 

cost-prohibitive and simpler to execute 

o Automate life cycle check-ins – places for simple short surveys, built in 

o Add other listening tactics such as focus groups and unstructured chats to 

avoid survey fatigue 

o Virtual focus groups are being used more frequently – using artificial 

intelligence to provide real time answers; join by clicking a link on a mobile 

device, laptop 

o Creates a situation where you can meet remote employees where they are and 

get good feedback 

 

Creating the Right Experience: What it Looks Like 

• Communication plays an important role in engagement throughout the employee 

experience – before hire, recruitment, onboarding, employee development, 

performance management, leave 

• Think about how, where, when total rewards show up at each moment in the 

employee experience 

• Meet employees where they are in their lives; evolving from young adult, mid-

adulthood, later life – consider all scenarios they may care about; anticipate  

potential unexpected challenges 

• Create an employee experience platform providing relevant personal information; 

employees want one place to go to understand benefits  

• More employers are moving to one central place for information, accessible from any 

device so you can literally reach employees where they are 

• It’s important to align to moments that matter to employees – get the information 

out but demonstrate you understand them and want to help them in the moment 

they are in right now 

 

Getting Started 

Five things employers can do now: 

1. Understand the market relative to your industry, strategy, unique challenges 

2. Understand what employee experience data you already have and what information 

you have related to employees’ understanding of benefits  

3. Complete a scan of your content ecosystem: 

o Where is your information today? 
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o How do you manage the information? 

o Is that a good employee experience?  

o Is it helping employees feel great about benefits?  

o Is it engaging them to make choices they need to make? 

4. Use employee listening to fill in the gaps – consider what kind of listening you 

should be doing and where adding it might have the most impact 

5. Build a plan that focuses on the right things that will have a meaningful impact on 

your employee experience 

 

Participant question: My organization doesn’t do surveys because they don’t want 

employees to think we would change benefits based on their comments. We do use 

face-to-face chats with our CEO. Suggestions? 

• You have to position it well and be very clear and deliberate about how you 

communicate around surveys/listening events 

• Set up expectations from the beginning (balancing the messaging) 

• You don’t have to survey just about benefits programs – you can ask about the 

information they are getting, where they’re getting it from, and whether it’s effective 

or not  

 

Participant question: Can you offer an example of a pulse survey that stems from an 

engagement survey? 

• In a manufacturing company in a specific geography, results of an engagement 

survey showed notably lower engagement and lower trust in the organization and the 

leadership 

• Engagement surveys tend to ask broad questions, so we decided to dig deeper in that 

location and do a pulse survey to better understand root causes  

 

Participant question: What is the most critical step employers can take to improve 

communications when budget dollars are limited? 

• Spend a little money on listening and decide thoughtfully about where to do the 

listening – then prioritize 

• If you can only do one thing, you must first understand if your information is 

effective (or not) to help you prioritize  

• Often it is cleaning up content and figuring out how to help employees understand 

more easily where to go for information 
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Participant question: Is it worthwhile to analyze health utilization data to determine 

areas to promote through continuous benefit communications? For example, urgent 

care versus ER usage? 

• 100% - recently we did a survey with another client and this was part of what we 

asked them 

• People may or may not be engaging in different programs based on what the 

workforce looks like 

• That question is on the right track – they are definitely correlated and can help you 

focus 

 

Participant question: What is the future of benefits communications? We have become 

so digital, yet some of our member organizations are in manufacturing and possibly in 

remote areas. 

• The future is about meeting employees where they are, literally and figuratively 

• You can’t make a blanket statement that the future is all digital for the reasons you 

just mentioned 

• Yes, the future is digital, but it cannot and won’t ever be one-size-fits-all 

 

 

Employer Keynote: Grainger’s Total Rewards Communications Journey 
Liz Lash, Health and Wellness Consultant, W.W. Grainger, Inc. 

 

Company Overview 

• Distribution company founded in Chicago in 1927; expanded within last 100 years in 

terms of product offerings and how we engage with customers 

• Now we have a robust website, meeting people where they are digitally 

• Today we have a high touch customer service model helping our customers 

understand what they need and what we offer them 

• Globally 25,000 team members, 1.7 million products, 3.8 million active customers 

(from large manufacturers to local contractors) 

• Today, focusing on Grainger in the US where we have customer service centers, 

distributions centers, branches, sales/service, corporate and digital; different job 

types, different locations  

• We have a lot of different things to consider related to communications due to many 

different employee types and populations 
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Health & Well-Being 

• Have a multicarrier medical plan model; depending on the state, a team member 

could have one of three different medical insurance carriers  

• Historically, we have run our health and well-being programs through individual 

medical providers; not available to members who choose not to participate in that 

medical coverage 

• Moving forward, we are trying to figure out how to consolidate some of that – this 

presents a large communication challenge  

• Want to make sure we are acknowledging the complexity, trying to break it down so 

team members can get the information they need 

 

• Introduced Benefit Pro solutions in 2019 to help team members navigate solutions 

and programs (one point of contact) 

• Looking to pilot some point solutions in 2020 to help minimize the complexity 

around the our current carrier model 

• We don’t have a traditional incentive model as it relates to our wellness program; the 

only incentive our team members are eligible to earn now is a tobacco-free premium 

reduction 

• When communicating program benefits and driving engagement, it’s important 

make the connection to why a program is meaningful and beneficial – especially if 

it’s not tied to points, dollars or other incentives 

 

Total Rewards 

• We have a lot of tools and resources available to employees 

• Through an engagement survey in 2016, we learned that team members did not 

know where to go nor did they understand the full scope of Total Rewards; it brought 

to light that communication is key to understanding resources 

• In response to this feedback, we made a conscious decision to create an external 

website allowing 24/7 internet access (consolidated all other resources); people 

wanted to access their information from home, but couldn’t when information was 

behind a firewall 

• Helps communicate with dependents – made it easy to open the information up to 

them 
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Total Rewards Ecosystem 

• Coming from a chaotic model, we didn’t want to just replicate the same information 

in a different location, we wanted to improve navigation 

• Thought through all the pieces that fall into the Total Rewards bucket and how we 

want to aggregate the information together 

• Created TotalRewards.com as the hub – one stop shop; the spokes around the hub 

represent Benefits Center, Employee Service Center, Total Rewards Portal, 

Retirement Vendor, Absence Vendor, Benefit Pro 

• Focus is on the holistic person and includes all the different benefits that Grainger 

offers; we market it to team members as Total Rewards Program  

• Grainger’s Total Rewards Program is comprised of: compensation, financial future, 

health & well-being, work/life benefits, career and development, rewards and 

recognition 

 

The Hub: Grainger Total Rewards External Website  

• Branding includes the six different elements of Total Rewards; this is the core of the 

way the website is structured 

• It continues to evolve – not a “said it and forget it” tool; we continue to enhance and 

refine so people can continue to find the information they need 

• Search bar on the new site is really big and prominent; took away some complexity 

(what can we help you find); this was expanded in response to the use of the search 

feature on the old version of the site 

• We continually look at data – what are people clicking on, what subpages are 

popular (maybe should pull to the front, put on the home screen) 

• As we drive certain behaviors, we now have the ability to look at user experience and 

whether people are taking the actions we want them to take (e.g. during benefits 

enrollment)  

• Until 2018, we were still sending paper Total Rewards statements; not always clear 

to us if this was meaningful because there was no good way to get feedback 

• It was a one-point-in-time look, so not very timely/meaningful  

• In 2018, we created an online Total Rewards portal where team members log in and 

access their own individual profile (requires their credentials to log in) 

• Includes branding to create synergy between tools and ensures we’re meeting people 

where they are with their individual Total Rewards package 
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• We also have a people leader resource – drive leaders to understand the tool for 

themselves and make sure they are educating their team members 

• Are there certain types of information people are interested in looking at and how do 

we bring this to the forefront – make site more meaningful and always evolving 

 

External Benefit Pro Resource 

• Given our population, we know that some team members want to be able to pick up 

the phone to get more information  

• Benefits Pro resource is that call contact for team members 

• Benefit Pro helps team members understand their benefits, find doctors, save money 

on health care, access Grainger benefits, resolve medical billing errors, schedule 

medical appointments 

• Grainger is focused on the customer and customer experience; these tools help us 

provide that same level of service to our Grainger team members when it comes to 

Total Rewards benefits 

 

Outside of Digital 

• High touch, face-to-face and print collateral continue to resonate with our members 

• We take a Total Rewards road show (benefits fair) to larger locations, offering team 

members the opportunity to talk with experts in person; we rely on vendor partners 

and people from corporate getting out in the field to support theevents 

• In person is core - this is a great opportunity to hear directly from members so we 

can enhance and refine the more scalable digital, phone and print solutions 

• We know print collateral resonates and we will continue to invest in this (e.g. during 

open enrollment season) to make sure everyone has access to the information 

• We continue to see return on this; within the print, we direct people back to the hub 

• During road shows, we did surveys and asked members what types of collateral they 

find most meaningful – we use these trends to maximize engagement and consider 

member’s preferences when delivering content  

 

Communications Progression 

• Awareness 

• Understanding 

• Engagement 

• Reporting 
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• Continuous Improvement 

 

• We want to drive people to a better understanding of what their coverage means 

(benefits literacy), not just the knowledge that a program exists 

• How to use that understanding to have meaningful engagement with the program 

(active participation with that resource) 

• We rely on data to understand if we are getting engagement or are we stuck at the 

awareness piece; data drives the continuous improvement process 

 

Participant question: How does your organization gather employee input and listen to 

employees? 

• We have a global engagement survey offered once/year and a pulse survey based on 

this broader survey 

• We utilize the opportunity to get feedback in person, during our Total Rewards road 

show (one-on-one conversations with team members), also, survey attendees  

 

Participant question: Can you please share more logistics about your road shows? 

• They are one day events; the hours vary site-to-site based on location and the hours 

people are working 

• Bring representations from different vendors – 401K administrator, life, disability, 

Total Rewards team 

• We rely on our partners and work closely with local HR to help with facilitation since 

they know their sites best  

 

Participant question: Do you have a data warehouse for reporting? Can you help us 

understand how your reporting helps you better understand the elements on last slide? 

• We do not have a data warehouse 

• We are focusing on reporting around the communications (website, portal, corporate 

communications) that support the messaging 

• Use internal tracking tools and Google analytics to understand how team members 

are using the website, including how frequently they are clicking on different pages  

• It’s an evolution – we’re trying to use those insights along with data from individual 

vendors 

• If we are seeing low utilization in a program, we send out corporate communications 

and work with vendor to tweak 
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Participant question: Do you visit each location, including plants? Does content vary 

depending on the location? 

• Because we bring a lot of resources together, we bring the event anywhere we have a 

large majority of team members at one location 

• We haven’t figured out how to scale this yet 

• This year, we prepped different vendors with key messages we want communicated 

to team members around benefits, where to go for resources 

• Baseline questions related to Total Rewards and benefits are the same across 

locations and job functions so for now we are looking at enhancing and refining 

universal key messaging (e.g. Total Rewards hub) 

 

Participant question: As you were tailoring those messages, who did you include to 

determine what it should look like? 

• This comes out of my team, then we work with internal communications resources 

and our communications vendor 

• We look at what the common questions are, common themes 

• Weave key talking points into every point of conversation, using all channels 

• We hold our vendor partners accountable for supporting our messaging 

 

Showcase: Employer Solutions  
Bob Jarosinski, New Business Development, Roche Diabetes Care 

 

What we do 

• Take blood glucose readings into an app (mySugr); help participants better 

understand the connection between what they do and their blood glucose 

• Offer proactive and preventive personalized coaching via risk stratification using 

Certified Diabetes Educators®  

• Not a cookie cutter approach – program is experience-driven based on what the 

participant is struggling with or working on 

• Use Accu-Check to bring in blood glucose real time; have ability via Bluetooth to 

bring in weight and blood pressure and connect with other activity trackers 

• Partnership with Novo Nordisk (digital pens); insulin information can flow into the 

platform giving coaches the full picture 
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• We manufacture test strips, so we can ship unlimited testing supplies to users’ 

homes 

 

Employer outcomes:  

2019 ADA Poster: Users of Integrated Solution See Sustainable Improvement in 

Glycemic Control 

 

Over 16 weeks, improvements on average in a high-risk population using the integrated 

diabetes program (app, coaching, unlimited testing supplies) included: 

- 1.48%: eHbA1c 
- 42.3%: Mean blood glucose value   
+ 24%: Tests in range 
- 25%: Tests above range 

 

Cracking the Code on Engagement: Employer Stories 
Moderator: Dawn Weddle, Director of Member Engagement, MBGH 

 

Linda Bloomer, Corporate Benefits Manager, Bemis Manufacturing Company 

Carol Partington, Corporate Senior Manager, Total Benefits, Elkay Manufacturing 

Panelist, TBD 

 

Dawn Weddle, Director of Member Engagement, MBGH 

Takeaways from other presenters so far: 

• It’s important to maintain flexibility and have consistent messaging to help mitigate 

fears, especially during uncertain times 

• Align benefits to the needs of employees and meet employees where they are in life 

• Combination of high touch and face-to-face along with a portal are keys to engaging 

members (move away from “said it and forget it”) 

 

Navistar Communications 

• Before online benefits portals, Navistar put together a comprehensive packet of open 

enrollment materials that remained the same for years 

• Spent a lot of money on this – found employees did not read it from cover-to-cover 

• Then condensed content significantly and added a theme – a honeybee – and used 

bee puns; this was out of character for us as manufacturing company, so we got the 

attention of employees 
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• Continued with the insect/animal theme after that; employees read the information 

• A new wellness initiative was rolled out with leadership sharing their testimonials at 

a time when employees rarely saw senior leaders without suit and tie – this also 

caught the attention of employees 

• These strategies were effective because we considered our company and our unique 

workforce, messaging focused on what was meaningful to them, and 

communications were in straightforward, simple language 

 

 

Linda Bloomer, Bemis  

• Family-owned manufacturing business founded in 1901 (largest manufacturer of 

toilet seats in the world) 

• Challenges: Manufacturing, workforce is older; difficult getting information to 

employees digitally (do a lot of mailing, posting in factories) 

• Strategy for annual benefits – we create an extensive open enrollment booklet and 

mail it to homes of factory workers; also use interoffice mail to send internally  

• People are inundated with information, so the challenge is how to get people to read 

that amount of literature 

• Depending on the location, distribution of communications is different 

• In one location the local HR person hands out packages to people individually 

• We hold onsite meetings that review the information in the booklet – employees like 

these and they are well attended; factory workers are not interested in coming unless 

we pay them to come  

• Our takeaway from last year’s MBGH annual conference – personalize information 

to the employee so it grabs their attention 

• Went back over our 48-page book and highlighted key text for employees who don’t 

read the whole booklet (e.g. rates are changing – how does this impact your 

paycheck); captures employees’ attention and/or they learn about important changes 

• Added a checklist to help employees determine if they have done everything 

necessary to make the right decisions 

• We experimented with canceling presentations and using a question table instead; 

feedback from employees – they want the presentations 

• In January, we added a high deductible health plan to our offerings (dual option with 

current plan) 
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• Numerous communications so people really understood what the plan was about 

and whether it’s good for their family; make sure they did not make decision based 

just on cost 

• Had onsite meetings and went back to basics (flexible, HRA, HSA was new); many 

employees didn’t understand which one they had  

• Created a definition sheet with different health care terminology defined to give 

employees a good understanding  

• Important that employees understand what remained the same between the plans 

(what is covered was the same, but the way in which it was covered is what changed) 

• Next year, want to move communications to digital for those who have capability 

(put benefits booklet online as well as in print); offer bullets that highlight very 

important messages 

• For our communications to be effective, it’s important to understand where our 

employees are 

 

Carol Partington, Elkay Manufacturing 

• 100 years old; privately held family-owned business in 10 locations in US and some 

sites in other countries 

• Challenge is how to get information to employees and family members at home 

• Information is valuable to them and their decisions – we want their engagement 

 

• We gave more than $2 million in profit sharing to employees for great work in 2019; 

wanted to use as many channels as possible to tell employees about this program  

• Used a framework that may be used for other programs/plans 

• Contribution was decided by the board of directors and was paid out in March, using 

the employee 401(k) plan 

• Question: Did the communications work? Did they see it? 

 

• We wanted employees to understand that this (profit sharing) is not often done by 

other organizations; the contributions were done on their behalf and to benefit their 

retirement (not a cash bonus) 

• Since HR staff may not be well versed in how program like this works, we had an HR 

meeting that covered 401(k) basics and profit-sharing details 

• Sent letters to employees’ homes (make sure family members know what’s going on) 

• Posted fliers at timeclocks and on bulletin boards 
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• Sent an email from corporate communications to employees with company email 

addresses 

• Sent paper statements from the recordkeeper to employees’ homes with a break-out 

box highlighting the company profit-sharing information/contribution 

• Information shared comes from the SPD (given to HR staff so they understand 

related details of profit sharing, including what could be excluded)  

• Important to give HR staff sufficient information so they can answer employee 

questions; HR needs to be confident in the message and employees must trust the 

messenger/message (build trust between employee and HR business partner)  

• HR staff requested that we send something out internally 

• The larger profit-sharing document from corporate communications went to 35% of 

employees (those who have email through Elkay) 

• Manufacturing employees do not have email, so we continually let people know 

what’s going on both electronically and via paper; sent numerous messages in many 

different ways 

• Our marketing team gave us ways to communicate the message internally and 

externally; included empowerment for your message using sub-messaging (e.g. for 

email signatures) provided as a way to stay connected internally with employees  

 

Participant question: Can you share an example of when you used employee feedback 

to make a change in strategy? 

 

Linda: 

• When we experimented using the question table versus onsite presentations 

(employee feedback was to go back to the presentations) 

• We ran a campaign for mental health awareness (monthly calendar that provided a 

list of mental health activities to pick from); feedback was positive, so for 2020 we’re 

building on this and rolling out a challenge 

 

Carol:  

• We use HR business partners – corporate office consultant that supports local HR in 

how they give the message  

• Communications are put in Word format for local locations – they make it local (e.g. 

how they refer to individuals who work within the plant - worker, associate, 

employee, teammates) 
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Participant question: From an employer perspective, what are you doing to 

communicate with employees during this uncertain time? 

 

Linda: 

• Our executive leadership meets on a daily basis; from that the HR team meets to get 

the information discussed 

• Communications are coming out from the CEO to the entire employee population as 

things develop – what are we doing for protection, who can work from home (we 

provided laptops for those who didn’t have them) 

 

Carol:  

• Inside Elkay, we have a taskforce at the senior director level (HR, risk, product 

marketing, communications); we meet at least twice per day to get information out 

• Employees and HR staff prefer smaller pieces of information more frequently as 

opposed to larger blocks of information every few days 

• Middle management is tasked with checking in with all layers to get information to 

feed up to senior level; communicating downward once decisions are made; verbal 

and written communications  

• We have a section on the intranet that incudes updates 

• Have provided information to HR staff about self-quarantine, how to use 

telemedicine system (if enrolled in the health care plan), how to talk to employees 

about EAP resources (for anxiety, isolation) 

• When we can give a single message, people are more focused and they can digest it 

 

Interactive Discussion: Solutions to Take Home  
Victor Villanueva, Managing Director, ROC Group 

 

COVID-19 

Jan Burnham, CEO and Founder, ROC Group 

 

• As a business, ROC Group is focused on storytelling and behavior change; we dive 

into the neuroscience of storytelling to get people engaged and take action 

• Our brains can’t help but turn a headline into a story; when communicating about 

COVID-19, it is a story even if we tell facts and information 
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5 Keys to Communicating during COVID-19 
 

Put employees at the center 

• The company comes to the rescue 

• Navigate us (work from home) versus them (others) 

• The company is in a situation where employees can be part of the rescue  

• People will change what they are seeing to fit the structure of the story they are 

creating in their own minds; some working from home (how to do this, how to 

manage staff); some still working onsite (how to stay safe) 

• Communicate benefit programs and how they are there for employees during this 

time (toolkit for coping)  

• This is especially important for those not able to shelter at home 

 

Remember “heart before head” 

• Emotional reactions fire in the brain much faster than rational facts 

• Need to address emotional issues before facts will be heard 

• People need to feel a sense of personal control (this is currently being diminished) 

• What resources can they turn to?  

 

Build trusted messengers now 

• Edelman Trust Barometer research shows that right now employers are among the 

most trusted source of information for employees globally 

• Tap into psychological SAFETY®: Security, Autonomy, Fairness, Esteem, Tribalness, 

Your own personal history 

• Personal drivers – each person is driven by one or two of these, but you don’t know 

when you’re writing materials who you are writing to (need to cover all of these 

elements) 

 

Leverage or build affinity for the organization 

• Without affinity even neutral messages can appear negative 

• When writing and communicating with employees, think about whether it’s the local 

or corporate leadership representing/communicating with the audience so you can 

leverage this moment of affinity 
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Finish the story 

• If we don’t finish the story, the brain in each person will finish the story 

• Draw the conclusion for the audience so they don’t create their own ending 

 

When giving guidance on COVID-19, make sure you focus on how you’re caring for your 

audience – employees and their families – not the company. Give people options so they 

have sense of control. 

 

Interactive Discussion 
 

How would you rate your organization’s communication strategy around COVID-19? 

• 56% - We’re keeping up but could do better 

• 22% - We’re rock stars 

• 22% - We’re behind but have a communications strategy in the works 

 

Are you communicating about benefits relevant to COVID-19 (telemedicine, PTO, EAP, 

medical benefits)? 

72% - Yes 

28% - No 

 
Is there is one thing your organization is doing well around COVID-19 
communications? 

• Stressing to employees to take care of themselves 

• Sending frequent targeted communications, small bites 

• Communications from CEO and senior leaders 

• Using intranet and multiple uploads so employees can go back and read the 

information 

• Reducing fear of loss/how to keep yourself and others safe 

• Setting up Microsoft teams and Zoom 

• Communication on telemedicine 

 

If you were to describe your benefits and well-being communications in one word, 

what would it be? 

• Good, fair, inconsistent, concise, detailed, multilayer, infrequent, okay, support, 

typical, disconnected 
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What are your biggest communications challenges when it comes to benefits and well-

being? 

• Get people to pay attention and read – 86% 

• Engage non-wired employees (production hourly, health care workers) – 27% 

• Educate people on the basics of how the benefit plans work – 18% 

• Get audience to appreciate all available benefit offerings – 14% 

• Engage HR to help deliver the message – 9% 

• Engage employees who work remotely – 5% 

 

Do you have a tactic or best practice on how you address these particular challenges? 

• Newsletter distributed to employees from management 

• Reinforce messages frequently so people take action when it’s relevant to them 

• Face-to-face interactions and testimonials; onsite presence 

• Our benefits staff has an open door, allowing teams to visit and ask questions 

• Partner with HR to help deliver the messages 

• Don’t overcommunicate 

• Short highlighted bullets as headlines 

• Sequencing and reinforcing the message 

• Company-wide telephone calls from our director every few days 

• Digital signage, visual cues/aids 

• Make messaging more personal and engaging 

• Create a sense of urgency 

• Engaging directly with business leaders to help deliver messages 

• Use supervisors of the production hourly team members to help communicate 

deadlines (share consequences) 

• Posters at timeclocks; floor clings at vending machines; infographics in break rooms 

• Computer kiosks 

• Separate meetings with managers to find out what they are hearing from hourly 

workers 

• Health literacy glossary and benefits, 101/FAQs on website 

• Bi-weekly benefit topic in intranet daily news 

• Include a specific and tangible call-to-action on communications 

• Offer a raffle prize to those who complete enrollment in the first week 
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From Vic: 

• To engage your workforce with effective communications overall, balance what HR 

wants to say and what employees need and want to know 

• Less is more – sometimes HR “bloat” takes communications and creates a situation 

where people don’t want to hear it  

 

What is your tactic or best practice for getting people to pay attention and read? 

• Engage with business leaders to help deliver messages 

• Make messaging more personal and engaging 

• Face-to-face meetings, especially for production hourly employees 

• Multi-channel communications 

• Don’t overcommunicate 

• Short highlighted bullets and headlines 

• Benefits staff has open door 

 

From Vic: 

• Stories always win out and stick 

• Strong visuals are critical and they work – the optic nerve is 25x faster than the 

audio nerve (and we are better able to process the printed word) 

• Sender is critical in terms of trust (the gateway to being heard) 

• Employees want to hear directly from the managers 

 

Share your tactics or best practice for engaging non-wired employees. 

• Walk the line – go out to production floor (versus having materials in the break 

room); answer questions right then and there 

• Infographics in break rooms can be a powerful visual 

• Use different communication channels (hold lunch and learns, use bulletin boards, 

bathroom stall flyers, posters) 

• Disruptive marketing, something unexpected, to catch people off guard (e.g. post a 

flyer at an angle) 

• Have support people available at computer kiosks to help 

 

How do you determine the effectiveness of benefits and wellness communications?  

• Partner with vendors to determine if any activity resulted from communications 

• Track activity on open enrollment portal 
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• Surveys 

• Track call center calls 

• Monitor benefits program participation 

• Monitor questions from employees (Are there fewer? Less confusion?) 

• Listen to HR/business partners 

• HR Pulse surveys 

• Compile feedback 

• Track click rates/activity on open enrollment portal 

 

From Vic: 

• Get specific with desired behaviors – what do you want employees to do? 

• Apply SMART strategy (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound) so 

you can come back and say, “This is what has been accomplished.”  

 

Based on everything you heard today, what is one tactic you will take back and apply? 

• More on COVID-19 

• Communicate benefit options that support employees during the pandemic (e.g. 

telemedicine, EAP) 

• Explore better use of our benefits portal to implement some of the things Grainger 

did on their portal; external accessibility to benefits information  

• Communicate frequently in small snippets; short bullets, more visuals, less words 

• Making messaging sticky 

• Increase listening  

• Address emotion first 

• Put on the marketing hat 

• Focus on the employee experience/journey 

• Add checklist to annual enrollment information 

• Bathroom stall flyers 

• Share resources from Faegre with our communications team 

• Personalize communications – WIIFM (What’s In It For Me) 

• More face-to-face 

• Total rewards road show 


