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The Trouble  
with Normal
There hasn’t been anything normal about 2020 except for a bunch of enlightened 
business folks and workplace visionaries squawking about the “next normal.” There 
isn’t anything normal about it. If this, in fact, is the new normal, then we all should be 
shaking in our boots for what may be the next normal. 

However, when you get right down to it, many people weren’t all that satisfied with 
the old normal, so maybe this next normal is just a dress rehearsal for a “superior 
normal” or a “worse normal.” I guess it depends on your perspective. Do you see 
your phone battery charge (50%) as half-full or half-empty? When you consider the 
multitude of variations and orientations on what we deem as normal and abnormal, 
it’s exhausting.

Now you may be thinking that all of this “normal talk” is a play on words and sounds 
like a half-baked Saturday Night Live sketch in the making. And you wouldn’t be that 
far from the truth. The truth is most people like normal because normal is predict-
able and things that veer from predictable are sometimes unwelcome or downright 
scary. But it’s also true that normal could be boring and harmful (and, yes, discrimi-
natory and regressive). 

What’s normal to some may be unjust to others. And a system built on injustice is 
no way to live. Or work. Or function in a free society that prides itself on the notion 
of equality. Which brings us to this month’s cover story on page 12 and its themes of 
pay equity and transparency.

While a global pandemic may make us yearn for the old days of normalcy, this 
moment presents us an opportunity to reset. And you don’t need to be a golfer to 
appreciate that mulligans are rare. We don’t often get to “fix” our blunders or level 
the playing field. But that’s precisely where we are. As Cormac McCarthy wrote in his 
novel The Road, “There is no later. This is later.”

It’s high time to repair pay plans that are inherently flawed because of toxic 
corporate cultures, unfair labor practices or poor designs. It’s high time we right 
the wrongs that we know exist and stop settling for less. And, as Abraham Lincoln 
suggested in his first inaugural address to the nation, it’s high time we listen to our 
conscience and be touched “by the better angels of our nature.”

It may be easier to live in “normal times,” but make no mistake: It’s better, oh so 
much better, to live in just times.  

Dan Cafaro
Editor-in-Chief of Workspan 
magazine. He can be reached at 
dan.cafaro@worldatwork.org.
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I was deeply disappointed when I read through my copy of the 
May 2020 Workspan and came across the article “Research into 
the Bamboo Ceiling.” The findings presented appear to support 
the continuation of structures of cultural and racial inequity. 
Several tired Asian tropes and stereotypes are presented as part 
of the research, even the term “bamboo ceiling” has baggage from 
America’s white cultural view of Asians living in the jungle and 
only recently entering the “modern” world. 

Does a barrier to growth exist for Asians in corporate lead-
ership in America? Yes, without a doubt there is an artificial 
ceiling. Study after study bears out this conclusion. Is the 
solution, as presented in the article, to ask people from Asian 
countries or with Asian heritage to “code switch” to fit in? 
No! We — and by we, I mean the dominant white culture — 
should accept diverse styles and face up to and deal with our 
inherent biases. 

Asking people to code-switch to fit the mold of white racial 
and cultural expectations is harmful and exclusionary. White 
people in leadership roles need to embrace a diverse set of 
experiences and talents. White people in leadership need to 
listen and learn and face our inherent biases head-on so that 
we can become part of the solution and not the biggest part 
of the problem. 

I do support the concluding sentence 
of the article pointing out that American 
organizations need to diversify the 
prototype of leadership. I’m confident 
that Workspan can find ways to collab-
orate with its contributors to present 
research and findings in a way that isn’t 
framed in a white-centric way. You have 
influence and should use it. Please 
consider this feedback and do better 
in the future. 
~ Matt Johnson

Response from Editor-in-Chief  
Dan Cafaro

Dear Matt,
Feedback is a vital part of advancing the 
discourse in our profession and open 
society, so your comments are not only 
welcome, they’re appreciated. As you 
know, our publication of the “Bamboo 
Ceiling” article was based on MIT Sloan 
research and multiple studies that 
employed a variety of research methods, 
including historical analyses. While 
I respect that you find fault with the 
premise of the research approach and 
that you believe it perpetuates systemic 
racism, as a publisher, we chose to 
report on the findings that MIT presented 
to us, without WorldatWork commentary.

For what it’s worth, I too believe it’s 
important for institutions like MIT to 
reconsider their approach on how they 
conduct and position their research. I 
did agree, however, with the article’s 
conclusion, a direct quote from Professor 
Michael Morris at Columbia Business 
School: “As American organizations 
become more diverse, they need to 
diversify the prototype of leadership and 
look beyond assertiveness for evidence 
of leadership attitude.”

WorldatWork periodicals have a long 
history of encouraging and publishing 
“Letters to the Editor” that voice 
opposition (or affirmation) to articles 
we’ve published. Again, thank you for 
the feedback, and please know that we 
genuinely care about the opinions of our 
member community.
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If the last few months have taught me anything, it’s that these 
days, anything can happen. From a global pandemic and 
economic turmoil to the pressing issues surrounding social 
injustices, I never dreamed this is what 2020 would look like. 

You’re not alone if you find yourself in the midst of a monu-
mental shift in how to conduct business moving forward — and 
how your employees can adapt to change while remaining 
focused on their jobs. No matter at what type of company 
you’re employed, or at what level you lead, I think we’re all 
being called on to lead in a very different way, to approach 
our employees and the way we do our work in an entirely 
different light.

Leading Through Crises: 
Empathy and Transparency 
Are Key

I’m the CEO of a legal insurance 
company headquartered in the Midwest. 
Chances are you’re not familiar with me, 
but we’re probably a lot alike in many 
ways: we’re all going through the same 
thing, we don’t have all the answers, but 
we know somehow we’ll get through it. 

It’s my job to emphasize this to team 
members as we deal with these changes 
and keep an eye on the strategic goals 
of our organization. It’s been quite a 
balancing act to do both effectively. 
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In the process I’ve learned a lot about my emotional intelli-
gence — which means reconsidering my role as a leader and 
rethinking how to keep employees engaged amidst all the 
uncertainty. Add to that the need to recognize the new norm 
and determine what our work culture will look like moving 
forward. Daunting leadership challenges that many leaders 
now face, for sure. As I’ve worked through this, here’s what I’ve 
experienced and things maybe you can try as well.  

Share Information (and Just Be Honest) 
Admittedly, I’m pretty straightforward and a numbers person 
at heart. I’m not known for giving eloquent, inspirational 
speeches to our workforce. But one thing I have discovered 
is that in these times of unpredictability, employees don’t 
want flowery language, vague overviews, empty promises, or 
platitudes. They want to be kept in the loop; they need useful 
information they can process for themselves and news they 
can share with their loved ones. 

If you don’t keep your employees updated, I think things start 
to weigh on them. And understandably they will come up with 
their own version of what’s happening, which is how misinfor-
mation and anxiety can start to spread. That’s a potential drag 
on employee well-being and productivity. 

When my fellow leaders and I decided to have our employees 
work from home during the pandemic, we felt they needed (and 
deserved) to know the possible impacts to our business, their 
jobs and their families — and what actions our senior manage-
ment team was taking. So I started sending a weekly update on 
our intranet simply called, “A Message from David Murray.” 

The messages updated employees on the status of the 
company and how we were planning for a return to the office 
and reminded people of our efforts to keep “doing business as 
usual” as much as possible during unusual times. And if there 
was something I didn’t know, I’d be honest with them. There was 
a lot of positive feedback, with comments such as, “I appreciate 
ARAG looking out for us and I really enjoy your weekly messages 
— keep them coming.” Or “I’ve come to look forward to these 

Friday updates — appreciate the transpar-
ency and thoughtfulness.”  

I don’t share those comments to imply 
what a great CEO I am. Believe me, there’s 
much more I can learn about what it 
takes to be a good leader. But what their 
feedback tells me is that if you take the 
time to bring employees along with you 
as you go through a situation — and 
share whatever information you can — it’s 
a great uniter and contributor to their 
engagement and understanding. It also 
builds a level of trust (and quite frankly, 
confidence) to take that next step; to 
assure them that while it’s not always 
easy and often unsettling, things are 
going to be okay. 

Rethink Your Role as CEO
I’ve always cared a great deal about our 
team members and have actively listened 
to their issues and ideas. But I’ve also 
approached my leadership role more 
from a business standpoint. I ultimately 
have to answer for our company’s bottom 
line. Yet during these challenging times, 
I’ve learned that to maintain the balance 
between running a business and being 
there for your employees requires high 
emotional intelligence — being empa-
thetic and compassionate, and providing 
a strong sense of connection to foster 
their trust in you.

To help me get there, I took a cue 
from human resources circles, including 
industry veteran Josh Bersin, who urges 
leaders to change what their roles stand David Murray

Employees don’t want flowery language, vague overviews, empty 
promises, or platitudes. They want to be kept in the loop.
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for and shift from being the chief executive officer to the 
chief empathy officer. Bersin contends that in light of all that 
we’re going through right now, care, forgiveness, patience and 
listening are among the most important new topics in busi-
ness. I agree and think they’re all essential elements that can 
increase your capacity to empathize with others. 

As a data nerd, when it comes to increasing my ability to 
show empathy, I admit I needed some hard stats to better 
understand the importance of what some leaders still consider 
a soft skill. I found that:
 • 68% of CEOs believe companies are empathetic, compared 
to only 48% of employees — and 76% of employees feel that 
empathy drives greater productivity.

 • The need for engagement and empathy in the workplace 
may have never been greater: In the midst of the coronavirus 
outbreak, the public’s happiness was at a five-decade low. 
Only 14% of people reported being “very happy.” 

This tells me two things: (1) Employees are still very unsettled 
about what’s going on; and (2) This is an opportunity to really 
connect with them. To keep our lines of communication open, 
we even created a hashtag to be used across social media 
channels, #ARAGatHome.

However, while it’s certainly a good thing to communicate 
with our workers, I’ve come to realize it’s not enough. You need 
to work to understand how they’re doing, and also tell them 
how you’re feeling, because they really do want to know! In 
the weekly messages, I outlined our business initiatives that 
were still on the table this year, but I also made it a point to 
thank team members for their hard work and let them know 
how much they’re appreciated. I emphasized how we’re all in 
this together, so be kind to each other. I urged them to reach 
out to each other if they needed support, take advantage of 
the company benefits that will help them and to take time off  
if they needed a break. 

Redirect Your Workforce, Reimagine Your Culture 
Amid all this turmoil, I recognize there’s still a business to 
run. But I’ve tried to draw upon anything positive I can take 

away from facing these unprecedented 
events. Regarding our phased-in return 
to the office, I’ve recognized it’s a 
unique opportunity to reflect upon and 
reimagine our culture.  

Sure, there’s been a lot of strategic and 
tactical planning involving all aspects 
of our business. But just as we had to 
improvise and innovate when many 
of us switched to working from home, 
now we have the chance to come back 
to the workplace with a whole new 
perspective — and we should be able to 
adapt to change that much more easily. 
Adaptation is one skill I feel strongly 
about as a leader. I’ve encouraged our 
employees to take the same approach. 
And let’s face it, the universal workplace 
has changed irrevocably since March, so 
change is going to be a constant in our 
workplace from here on out. 

As you re-envision your office for the 
rest of 2020 (and beyond), make sure you 
bring your workforce along for the ride, 
as bumpy as it’s been and for all the 
twists and turns that still may lie ahead. 
Map out a plan but ask your employees 
for directions. Tell them what you know 
and be honest about what you’re still 
trying to figure out. Engage them and 
work to understand what they’re going 
through — both personally and profes-
sionally. Invite them to ask questions, 
let them know you’re listening and ask 
for their help as you all look for ways to 
adapt to the new workplace normal. 

David Murray is the president and CEO of  
ARAG North America. He can be reached at  
David.Murray@ARAGlegal.com.

As you re-envision your office for the rest of 2020 (and beyond), 
make sure you bring your workforce along for the ride.
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hy does the gender 
pay gap prove to be so 

persistent? And what do 
organizations need to do to 

put sustainable pay strate-
gies into practice? 
The world of work is 

changing rapidly. But while 
working conditions, technology 
and forms of collaboration 

have changed enormously in 
the last 100 years, one thing 

has hardly changed: Women still earn significantly 
less than men, across the world. According to 
the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the 
global gender pay gap is 20%, measured as the 
percentage difference in gross hourly wages.

And yet, fair pay has long been a fundamental 
right in most countries. Unequal pay is simply not 
allowed. Fair pay and gender equality are integral 
parts of the Sustainable Development Goals of the 
United Nations, not to mention numerous laws and 
legislative projects all over the world. Furthermore, 
it is increasingly becoming a focus for investors 
and stakeholders and has been proven to have 
a positive influence on the economic success of 
organizations and has the potential to transform 
corporate cultures. In a nutshell, fair pay is not only 
the right thing to do, it is the smart thing to do.

So, why do we still have a gender pay gap? What 
can societies, politics, organizations, families and 
each and every one of us do to tackle this global 
challenge? Why does it take us so long to melt down 
the differences? This article sheds a light on these 
challenges and it focuses on the contribution of 
those who can change the underlying structures 
that are still hampering change: the organizations. 
The good news? Fair pay is just around the corner 
if everyone pulls in the same direction and follows 
this practical guidance. 

Old Patterns of Money and Power 
The causes of the wage gap between men and 
women are complex and intertwined. Women tend 
to choose lower-paying jobs, take less responsibility, 
take fewer leadership positions, tend to be promoted 
less frequently, and work an above-average share 
of part-time positions. In addition, they tend to 
negotiate in rather unassertive ways in comparison 

to their male colleagues and usually apply for job 
advertisements when they meet all the required 
criteria; men apply when they meet 60% to 80% of 
the qualifications. Men tend to be paid according 
to their potential, women according to their perfor-
mance, notes one Harvard Business Review article. 
These are factors not bound to a country or region 
and can be found across the globe. 

However, the typical career path of men and women 
is by no means the result of individual decisions, but 
is usually structurally determined: Couples rarely 
decide according to inclination, but follow economic 
reason in the division of gainful employment and 
care work. If you are paid less, you stay at home, and 
if you stay at home, you are paid less. As a result, 

women interrupt their employment significantly more 
frequently and for longer periods than men, such as 
when children are born, or relatives need care. On 
the other hand, women are still the exception in top 
management and leading positions. 

How Can Organizations Attain Fair Pay?
The fact that unequal pay and outdated role models 
are so persistent is mainly because of two things: 
a lack of transparency in salaries and the clichés 
(and stereotypes) in all our minds. Of course, we 
all have to deal with the prejudices in our own 
minds, especially managers and human resources 
managers. But what helps, besides unconscious bias 
trainings, are, above all, structures that don’t leave 
room for prejudices. Fair pay is like sports: It needs 
clear rules, boundaries to level the playing field and 
a referee who ensures that all people taking part 
in the game adhere to the rules. Everyone involved 
needs to know the rules. Wage transparency 
doesn’t necessarily mean that everyone knows all 
wages, but it does mean that everyone knows how 
wages are set. And, people working and playing in 

Fair pay is like sports: 
It needs clear rules, 
boundaries to level 
the playing field and  
a referee.
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CLOSING THE GENDER PAY GAP . . . 

PERMANENTLY

this system need to be sure that everyone plays 
according to those rules. 

The effect of successfully implemented fair pay 
for men and women is also that no one is discrim-
inated against on the basis of origin, skin color, 
religion, sexual orientation or other distinguishing 
characteristics. In other words, once cliché-free and 
objective remuneration systems are established, 
there is no more room for discrimination. The most 
important question is, how do we get there?

Step 1: Transparency Is Key 
The first and most important step for organizations 
is to analyze their existing remuneration systems. 
Many organizations want to pay their employees 
fairly but have never checked their structures. 
The Swiss Office for Gender Equality conducted 
a survey asking organizations whether they had 
reviewed their remuneration systems — and only 
20% of respondents said they had done such a 
review and analyzed their pay gaps. More than 
half of those 20% found inconsistencies in their 
systems and have taken action. In total, one out 
of 10 of the responding organizations have made 
efforts to balance out their gaps. In other words, 
if the numbers remain unchecked, inequalities 
remain unrecognized.

That’s the reason why transparency has been 
designated as the default option in the United 
Kingdom. Since April 2017, organizations with more 
than 250 employees are obliged to report their 
gender pay gap, including gender bonus gaps and 
the distribution of women and men in their wage 
quartiles. Now, around 10,000 organizations with 
a total of 15 million employees are required to 
publish data each year, which can be accessed by 
the public. This bold legal step has encouraged an 
intense public debate and motivated even those 
organizations with poor results to present equality 
action plans for the future. Moreover, it turned out 
that transparency does neither harm organizations 
nor the economy. Even the concerns about financial 
consequences are unnecessary, and the technical 
developments play into the hands of organizations: 
A number of digital tools and apps have been 
developed or are currently in the making enabling 
organizations to review their remuneration systems 
at the touch of a button. These are either offering 
a statistical analysis to review equal pay for equal 

Tools of the (Pay Equity) Trade
For global organizations, there are more and more tools that provide 
guidance on pay equity issues.

The Swiss tool Equal Salary offers an equal pay analysis and pay audits 
on a regular basis. The tobacco producer Philip Morris has used this tool 
to certify its remuneration systems, starting in Switzerland and rolling 
out the process to all organizational entities. 

Another Swiss-based option, Logib, is a self-control instrument for imple-
menting a merit structure analysis. This program is suitable for organizations 
with at least 50 employees, is simple to use, and is provided by the Swiss 
Federal Office for Gender Equality for free.

The certification EDGE requires organizations to achieve equal pay and 
review the process on a regular basis, including corporate cultures, 
recruitment and promotion processes, and working hour regimen. 
Examples of well-known organizations that are EDGE-certified include 
the software producer SAP and the furniture manufacturer IKEA. 

Based in the UK, Gapsquare offers software to check the gender pay gap 
in organizations. The system is based on the transparency guidelines that 
have been implemented for organizations with more than 250 employ-
ees. The online tool calculates the gender pay gap in the company and 
offers analysis options for the causes of the measured pay gap.

PayAnalytics, software developed by Icelandic mathematicians, enables 
organizations to carry out their own salary analysis. The software 
provides organizations with a regression analysis-based model which 
can be used to measure and monitor gender pay gaps. The software also 
provides recommendations as to which employees should receive wage 
increases and how these should be applied to close the pay gap as fairly 
and efficiently as possible.

The organization Equileap offers indices and rankings for organizations 
as a basis for investment decisions. Their reasoning: Showing how orga-
nizations are performing well on gender equality triggers investments. 
Organizations that have been highly ranked include General Motors, 
Diageo and L’Oréal. 

After checking and revisiting the remuneration structures, organizations 
can identify suitable measures for their situation. Every organization is 
differently structured, thus there is no blueprint or general to-do list to 
follow to achieve fair pay. Therefore, it is essential for organizations to 
follow tailor-made measures in implementing a fair renumeration system. 

As people move in and out of organizations — which always has an 
impact on the wage structure — achieving and maintaining fair pay is a 
continuous process that requires a steady eye on the matter and regular 
adjustments — no matter how small they are. 
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work or allowing an analysis of pay equity to check 
equal pay for work of equal value. Organizations 
can select a tool that best fits their challenges and 
requirements in this process. 

No ‘One-Strategy-Fits-All’ Approach
Transparency has many facets: Transparency can 
be internal and external. It can equally work for 
communicating the reasoning behind the remuner-
ation system of the organization as well as the final 
wage decision for an individual. Moreover, transpar-
ency could mean publishing the absolute numbers 
or salary ranges. There is no simple “yes” or “no,” 
but many shades of pay transparency. And, every 
organization has to find its way and its particular 
shade of pay transparency. 

Buffer, a software provider based in the United 
States, has taken a radical stance on transparency. 
The company has a formula to determine salaries 
and there are no more salary negotiations. The 
salaries of every employee are also made trans-
parent and are publicly available.

Step 2: Same Rules Apply Across the Board 
For a fair remuneration system, it requires a clear 
set of rules that apply to everyone in the company. 
Without the support of the highest decision-making 
level, such a system cannot be implemented. Marc 
Benioff, CEO of the cloud computing developer 
Salesforce, has proven that fair pay is a strategic 
leadership task. In 2015, Salesforce ran the first 
analysis of gaps in its remuneration system and 
has since then compensated for any differences in 
income for around 30,000 employees. In total, this 
amounts to $9 million, a rather small amount for a 
company with an annual revenue of $17 billion.

Nokia took a similar route. The telecommu-
nications company analyzed and adjusted the 
remuneration systems of 103,000 employees, 
including both men and women — although 
in nine out of 10 cases, adjustments affected 
the salaries of women. To ensure that no new 

instances of unequal treatment arise, all salaries 
will be checked annually.

Remuneration structures in organizations have 
grown over time and often leave space to enshrine 
inequities. To combat these inequities, the valuation 
of jobs and positions is a critical point for further 
analysis. In many jobs, psychosocial skills are not 
part of the job description, and hence, of respective 
wages. Mostly this holds for jobs in which women 
present the majority of employees, such as in care 
work, education or health care sectors. Therefore, 
a critical analysis — not only of statistical gaps, but 
also how jobs are classified — is necessary to put a 
fair remuneration system into place. 

In Ontario, Canada’s second-largest province, the 
Pay Equity Act has been in force since 1990. It obliges 
organizations with 10 or more employees to evaluate 
all jobs neutrally. The act requires organizations to 
conduct analyses on job profiles on the basis of skill, 
effort, responsibility and working conditions. Effort 
explicitly includes the mental and physical effort 
required for a specific job. 

Ontario’s system functions as a blueprint for a 
gender-neutral evaluation of jobs by four factors: 
1.  Skill: Education and experience, interpersonal 

skills, contacts and problem-solving abilities. 
2.  Effort: Mental and physical effort, including the 

amount of attentiveness and concentration and 
the amount and frequency of physical activity and 
the duration in the job.

3.  Responsibility: The level of accountability, e.g. for 
confidentiality, decisions, quality control, produc-
tion, financial, human, information and material 
resources, results, safekeeping and teamwork.

4.  Working Conditions: The frequency and degree of 
exposure to disagreeable elements and hazards 
in the physical and psychological environment.

Similar systems have been used by the ILO and the 
Geneva scheme since the 1950s. Neutral job evalua-
tion systems are nothing new or innovative, though 
still a large number of organizations lack such a 

There is no simple ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ but many 
shades of pay transparency. And, every 
organization has to find its way and its 
particular shade of pay transparency.
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system. Digital tools today make the process of 
evaluation much easier and also enable large-scale 
analyses in short periods of time. 

Step 3: Cliché-Free and Objective Structures
Many organizations have committed to creating 
neutral structures and regular analyses. Organizations 
like SAP and Adobe conduct regular assessments 
of their wages. Adobe has closed its gap, as has 
Salesforce. Key to sustainably closing the wage gap 
is to understand fair pay as a process and not a 
one-in-time exercise. 

For 10 years now, the coffee company Starbucks 
has been analyzing its gender pay gap annually and 
was able to close the wage gap entirely in 2018. The 
company did not only check for gender gaps but 
also included racial pay equity in the U.S. 

Next to Starbucks, the furniture producer IKEA 
committed itself to fair pay. Both companies do 
not only revisit their wage structures on a regular 
basis, but also support the Equal Pay International 
Coalition (EPIC). This multi-stakeholder partner-
ship was initiated by the ILO, UN Women, and 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD). They bring together states, 
civil society organizations, organizations and 
other relevant actors to coordinate progress and 
facilitate an exchange on a worldwide reduction of 
pay inequities.  

The pharmaceutical company Novartis also 
supports EPIC and views fair pay as a holistic 
approach. Novartis has pledged not only to close 
its wage gap, but also to close gaps in promotion, 
leadership positions and recruitment. Novartis 
also has defined new rules on flexible working 
conditions, working hours and wage transparency. 
Working on its corporate culture, Novartis has 
started a process involving approximately 27,000 
employees to actively participate in surveys and 
to radically modernize its corporate culture. 

The organizations mentioned are just a few exam-
ples of a truth that can be observed in the economy 
worldwide, irrespective of the laws applicable in 
individual countries: Fair Pay is more and more 
becoming a business case.

Step 4: Fairness as a Process 
The aforementioned organizations illustrate that 
achieving fair pay is a top-down strategy and a 
process rather than a single step. Balancing out 

differences in pay and ensuring that no new differ-
ences can arise means creating conditions that 
allow equal opportunities for all employees across 
the organization. Those who analyze their pay data 
and implement fair pay not only close the pay gap 
between the male and female employees, but also 
ensure a fair system and fair pay for everyone.

In this regard, tackling the gender pay gap is 
a very practical approach to change the struc-
tures: Closing the gender pay gap and keeping it 
closed requires regular analysis and monitoring 
of the data. Achieving equal pay for equal work 
by adjusting wages is elemental. But to achieve 
real equity for every employee, it has to be kept 
closed permanently. Flexible working hours, 
working part time — even in leading positions — 
or neutral recruitment and promotion processes 
can be effective measures to reach that goal. 

Fair Pay Benefits Everyone
Especially while facing a shortage of skilled workers, 
fair pay is an elementary component of employer 
branding. Establishing transparency as an integral 
part of the corporate culture also means becoming 
attractive to young talents who, unlike previous 
generations, talk about money much more and 
break with the taboos of older employees. This also 
means breaking up the traditional male hierarchical 
thinking, thus creating space for equality, equal 
opportunities and transparent cooperation at 
eye level. Classic corporate careers are becoming 
increasingly rare in the course of professional life. 
Employees are also much more willing to change 
their jobs if the conditions are not fitting well, e.g., 
if they are paid unfairly or colleagues are discrim-
inated against. At the same time, digital platforms 
like Glassdoor are providing more transparency for 
salary negotiations. More and more employees are 
demanding suitable conditions from organizations 
and are increasingly seen more as customers than 
employees — with enormous effects on the entire 
corporate culture. In this regard, non-monetary 
components like meaningfulness or leisure are 
becoming more important.

For all these reasons, paying fairly is much  
more than a question of equality: Fair pay is a 
question of corporate culture. And fair leaders  
do better business. 

Henrike Von Platen is CEO and founder of FPI Fair Pay Innovation Lab.
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ot too long ago, most 
organizations wouldn’t 
have dared to make a 
statement that could 
even possibly be read as 
implying women were paid 
less than men. Putting 
aside potential legal risks, 
making such a statement 
would likely have been 

a public relations disaster. But times have changed 
and corporate culture has moved with the times. 
How much you get paid has become water-cooler 
talk and organizations are voluntarily disclosing 
their pay gaps. 

Indeed, a growing number of Americans are 
rejecting the once universally held notion that 
compensation information is highly personal and 
should be kept strictly confidential. The desire to 
keep pay private has been eroded by headlines 
reporting big-dollar lawsuits and statements of 
Hollywood superstars who have helped make pay 
equity trendy. The U.S. Women’s Soccer Team (USWNT) 
has been particularly effective at using on-camera 
time — whether it be in sideline interviews or during 
appearances on morning talk shows — to remind 
everyone that they are still paid less than the U.S. 
Men’s Soccer Team. And, as their laudable fight for 
pay equity played out in a very public forum, many of 
our employees and colleagues were watching closely, 
and asking whether their own pay is fair. 

Update: The USWNT suffered a big blow to its equal 
pay lawsuit against the U.S. Soccer Federation on 
May 1, as a federal district court judge dismissed 
the pay discrimination claims with a partial 
summary judgment.  

For many employers, this is still a nightmare 
scenario. If employees are talking openly about how 
much they make, then some employees may start 
demanding raises — or worse, bringing lawsuits. 
However, some employers are seeing the call for “pay 
transparency” as an opportunity to garner trust not 
only from employees, but also from consumers by 
embracing the equal pay movement and being honest 
about their own pay gaps. 

Whatever the motivation may be, more and more 
CEOs and boards are leaning in to pay equity. The 
most common way for an organization to do this is by 
making a statement about pay equity, usually by way 
of a publicly accessible online posting with details on 

the company’s workplace equity policies and/or pay 
gap numbers. But is that really a good idea?

Why Are Organizations Making Public  
Statements About Pay Equity?  
As an employment attorney who focuses on pay 
equity issues, I have seen a significant uptick in the 
last few years in the number of clients seeking guid-
ance on making public disclosures about pay equity 
at their organizations. The organizations that have 
decided to make public statements about pay equity 
generally fall into two camps: those that are doing 
it because they feel they have to and those that are 
doing it because they want to. 

Of the “have to” camp, many publicly traded organi-
zations are feeling pressure from shareholders. Some 
have faced formal shareholder proposals brought 
by high-profile activist investor groups like Arjuna 
Capital. Similar proposals have come from the New 
York City Comptroller, which has been pressuring 
organizations on behalf of the city’s large pension 
and retirement investment funds. Unions are also in 
the game, seeking to use leverage at the negotiating 
table to bargain for commitments to pay equity. 
Regardless of where they come from, these proposals 
generally seek to compel either public disclosures 
about the organization’s pay gap — which are often 
designed to shame organizations into making 
improvements — or commitments to conducting 
proactive pay equity analyses, potentially including 
and making pay adjustments to correct any dispari-
ties based on gender and/or race. 

From the “want to” camp, the list of justifications 
is plentiful: to ensure fair pay; to improve corporate 
culture; because it will help us be more diverse, 
which is healthy for business; for brand recognition; 
because a competitor did it; to avoid or mitigate 
employee complaints; to get notoriety locally from 
signing a government pledge for equal pay; because it 
sells well; and/or because it’s the right thing to do. 

But for all of them, regardless of the motivation, the 
central question has been the same: How can we do 
this without creating legal exposure? 

Things to Consider
Any organization preparing to make a public state-
ment about pay equity should seek legal counsel 
about its unique circumstances, business goals and 
legal risks. However, some common considerations 
and best practices have emerged.
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Conduct a Pay Equity Analysis (Under Privilege) 
Before Making a Public Statement
First thing’s first: If you are going to invite the public 
in to talk about your compensation, you‘ll want to 
make sure your house is clean. Generally, “pay equity 
analyses” are designed to gauge legal exposure and/
or fairness by determining whether there are legiti-
mate explanations for pay disparities within groups 
of comparable employees. This is the approach often 
used in litigation to gauge an employer’s liability for 
pay discrimination. 

Conducting a proactive audit is an essential first 
step to making any public statements about compen-
sation. This is because the public statements will 
invariably lead to more conversations/questions 
about pay at the organization, which could lead to 
concerns or even complaints from employees who 
may not feel their personal situation is in line with 
the statement. Sometimes, if there are pay equity 

issues at an organization, making a public statement 
that paints a rosy picture could backfire by inviting 
public scorn or criticism, especially if the pay equity 
issues later come to surface. So, before making any 
public statements about pay equity, you should first 
conduct a pay equity analysis and address any prob-
lematic issues that could be discovered if someone 
takes a magnifying glass to your pay data.

Moreover, it is critically important that pay equity 
analyses be conducted under attorney-client priv-
ilege, which often means retaining outside counsel 
to work with in-house counsel and compensation/
human resources professionals in analyzing the 
data. If these analyses are not privileged, copies 
would likely need to be produced in response to any 
requests in litigation and/or government investiga-
tions. As more and more organizations get proactive 
about analyzing pay, requests for copies of pay anal-
yses become more and more common. 

A pay analysis can be like a road map to finding 
the areas of potential exposure under the equal pay 
laws. There is nothing worse than having to hand 

such a road map over to your adversary. So, you 
should ensure any and all pay analyses for EEO and/
or discrimination issues are conducted only under 
strictly controlled attorney-client privilege protocols. 

Decide What Metrics to Disclose (If Any) Based on 
Your Goals & Risk Tolerance
There is no shortage of differences in statements 
in pay equity disclosures over the past two years. 
Fortunately — or perhaps unfortunately — there is 
no one right way to do it. The decision about what to 
say often comes down to the organization’s goals and 
risk tolerance. For example, if the goal is to satisfy 
demands from outsiders (shareholders, unions, etc.), 
the organization may want a bare minimum disclo-
sure to avoid unnecessarily opening a can of worms. 
Conversely, if the goal is to enhance pay transpar-
ency, then providing more detail, facts and targeted 
metrics may be appropriate. 

On the low-risk tolerance side of the spectrum, some 
companies publish statements that do nothing more 
than call attention to existing non-discrimination poli-
cies and/or to express a commitment to pay equity. On 
the other side of the spectrum, more risk-tolerant orga-
nizations publish details of their gender or race pay gap. 

Some organizations have gone so far as to publish 
both a “raw” pay gap and an “adjusted” pay gap. 
An “adjusted” pay gap looks at the differences in 
average pay after accounting for differences attrib-
utable to job-related factors, such as job position 
or geography. For those considering this approach, 
it is important to note that a large difference in 
“raw” and “adjusted” gaps may highlight a lack of 
diversity representation in high- or low-paying areas. 
For example, if an organization has a raw pay gap 
showing men are paid 30% more than women, but an 
adjusted gap shows men are paid only 1% more than 
women after adjusting for differences in job levels, 
critics may say the large disparity demonstrates an 
underrepresentation of women in higher-paying jobs. 
Conducting the pay equity analysis first can help 

If you are going to invite the public in to talk 
about your compensation, you‘ll want to make 
sure your house is clean.
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when evaluating whether to disclose a raw gap, an 
adjusted gap or both (or none of the above).

Avoid Numbers and Other Specific Details, If Possible
Even if they seem fantastic, including specific 
numbers (including pay gap percentages) in a public 
disclosure can be dangerous for several reasons. 
First, including numbers can set a difficult precedent. 
What happens if the numbers get worse next year? 
How would that look for the organization? Would 
you publish them regardless? If not, would that be 
interpreted as a step back from the organization’s 
commitment to be transparent?

Second, even seemingly good numbers may 
attract attention to potential problems underlying 
the surface. For example, you may say, “Despite a 
national pay gap exceeding 20%, minorities at our 
company are paid $0.92 to the $1.00 of non-minori-
ties.” However, some may hear that same statement 
as a confirmation that the organization pays 
minorities 8% less, which to some may be a good 
reason to sue.  

Finally, including numbers and/or analysis results 
can be dangerous because they open an organi-
zation up to questions about how those numbers 
were determined. If there were no numbers, you 
could respond with general statements about the 
holistic nature of the approach. To back up published 
numbers, however, you may be required to show your 
math, which could open you up to criticism about the 
selected approach because, again, there is no one 
right approach in this space. 

Be Careful About Word Choice & Making Promises 
for Future Actions
Rather than saying all employees are paid “equally,” 
which implies the employees are paid the exact 
same despite differences in qualifications, consider 
saying employees are paid “fairly,” which better 
reflects the valuing of job-related qualifications when 
setting pay rates. 

Also, be careful about making promises regarding 
any specific next steps. Too often, organizations 

are tempted to include statements about how they 
intend to close pay gaps or promises to repeat anal-
yses on a set timeline. But what if you are unable 
to keep those promises? Or what if the analyses 
look bad next year and the CEO decides not to make 
another statement? Not keeping a commitment 
can be worse for employee relations (and media 
purposes) than having never made the statement 
in the first place. The better practice is to not make 
promises unless you are 100-percent sure the orga-
nization can — and will — keep them.

Prepare Managers to Handle Sensitive 
Communications About Pay
In a recent study on pay transparency conducted 
by WorldatWork, researchers found that more than 
60% of organizations say managers are not trained 
to effectively discuss compensation information 
with employees. How, then, can we possibly expect 
managers to be equipped to effectively handle ques-
tions from subordinates about a carefully crafted 
pay equity statement? Saying the wrong thing to 
employees in this space — such as being dismissive 
to an employee who is lawfully exercising their right 
to inquire about pay — can quickly result in a retal-
iation lawsuit. For that reason, all managers should 
be well-educated about any public statements, as 
well as pay discrimination laws in general.

Consider preparing frequently asked questions 
(FAQ) for employees, and separate ones for managers, 
to help ensure everyone is getting consistent infor-
mation. Questions for such FAQ may include:
 • Why is the organization doing this?
 • What are the organization’s next steps?
 • How was the study conducted?
 • Will employees receive pay raises because of 
this initiative?

 • Who do I see if I have a concern about my pay?

Don’t Mention Your Privileged Analyses
Finally, be careful not to overly rely or promote the 
results of any internal, privileged pay analyses. As 
noted above, the organization should be conducting 

More than 60% of organizations say managers 
are not trained to effectively discuss 
compensation information with employees.
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discrimination-related pay analyses only under 
strictly controlled attorney-client privilege protocols 
to avoid having to produce copies of the analyses in 
litigation and/or government investigations. However, 
the protection of the attorney-client privilege can be 
waived if the analysis communications or reports are 
not kept private and confidential.

Some courts have taken the position that when an 
organization uses the results of a privileged EEO anal-
ysis for purposes that benefit the organization, that 
usage can constitute an absolute or “subject matter” 
waiver of the privilege. In those situations, courts may 
hold that the pay analysis — and all communication 
relating to that subject, including all attorney emails 
— is discoverable. The idea behind this is that some 
courts find it unfair for an organization to benefit from 
disclosing something in one venue (public statement), 

but then claiming confidentiality in another (court or 
government investigation). 

For that reason, great care must be taken not to say 
too much about any internal, privileged analyses, or 
you may find yourself being compelled to hand over a 
copy to your adversary.

While organizations may benefit from disclosing 
their pay gaps in the form of goodwill with employees, 
investors and the consuming public, it is important to 
fully review all the options and weigh any potential 
risks before doing so. Unfortunately, good intentions 
do not shield organizations from risk and liability, and 
often no good deed goes unpunished. 

Scott M. Pechaitis is a principal in the Denver, Colorado office of the 
employment law firm Jackson Lewis P.C. He can be reached on LinkedIn 
at https://www.linkedin.com/in/pechaitis/. 
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How to Keep Your Rewards 
Plan from

 Going Sideways

By Mary Chua, Petey Firestone, 
Tom McMullen and  
Seth Weinbaum 

Change management is critical in organizations whenever there is an 
implementation of significant changes to rewards initiatives such as a 
new pay-for-performance program, a substantial change in an incentive 
program, or a revised job-leveling program. 

Typical (and understandable) employee questions include:
 • Why are they doing this?
 • What does this mean?
 • Why didn’t anyone ask me?
 • Will I have a job after this?  
 • Why don’t they tell us what is happening?  
 • Should I leave?  
 • Am I the only one affected?   

Without a plan for clear communications and effective change processes, 
there is a high risk of the initiative going sideways. Leaders, human 
resources and managers are typically far ahead of employees in under-
standing and accepting change. Often, employees are not in a position to 
know the drivers and discussions behind the change, so acceptance and 
commitment might lag as a result. The overarching challenge facing these 
implementation efforts is how to move the affected employee population 
from a vague ominous awareness through to willing acceptance of the 
change with a minimum of disruption.

The Framework: Principles to Live By
An effective change framework focuses ultimately on the impact of change 
on people and consists of both change leadership and change manage-
ment. Change leadership is behavioral in nature and focuses on leadership 
alignment and the leader’s ability to model behaviors, coach others and 
reinforce new behaviors in the organization. Change management is about 
the enabling processes and structural underpinnings behind the change 
effort. It consists of program management, monitoring, feedback and 
reporting to ensure that the change initiative is having the desired effect 
on adoption. It is also about being effective in identifying and anticipating 
impact, risk and resistance. An organization is not transformed solely 
through changing its structures, systems and processes. Success occurs 
when people trust their leaders to take them through the turbulence of 
change to achieve better results for the organization. 

We often encounter rewards-related change initiatives in organizations 
based on global “best practices” and emerging trends that disregard 
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whether it is the right fit for their business. 
Organizations would be well-served to consider 
developing a comprehensive change plan that 
is focused on the following elements for a 
successful roll-out:

 • Communications
o  Clearly articulated rationale or case 

for the change.
o  Multidirectional channels so that feedback works 

its way back up to leadership in a timely way.
 •  Stakeholder alignment
o  Interdependencies with other organizational, 

management, HR and rewards processes.
o  Alignment of the new rewards program to the 

organization’s core values.
 •  Leadership engagement
o  Collective ownership of the top team to sponsor 

and lead the change.
o  Accountability to monitor and inter-

vene, if necessary.
 •  Change impact analysis
o  Assessment of specific impacts down to the 

employee level.
o  Clear mapping of impacts (high-medium-low) 

and engagement of HR resources for any 
necessary actions.

 •  Risk identification and mitigation strategies
o  Data gathering of all potential risks to a 

successful implementation.
o  Development of actions to take if the potential 

risks become a reality.

Leaders should be constructive and proactively 
contribute ideas on how to lead and manage the 
rewards-related change initiative. Because leaders 
must own the outcomes for their organizations, it is 
not feasible for them to abdicate accountability or 
blame others for change efforts that may be unpopular 
with employees. Some rewards change initiatives are 
prompted by a change in the organization’s operating 

Success in a rewards program is not so much 
a sophisticated rewards strategy or design ... 
but rather the change management effort.
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model or the need to address evolving organization 
and workforce needs. Often, such changes also mean a 
change in the employment relationship — for instance, 
from offering job security and benefits that encourage 
long tenure to a new climate and related programs that 
are focused on performance outcomes and a higher 
mix of short-term cash opportunities. In rolling out new 
rewards initiatives, it is perhaps even more important 
to talk about the business needs and the evolving 
employment relationship than communicating new 
program features. Employees must really understand 
the broader context of the change and then they 
can determine whether the new employment deal 
continues to work for them.

We have found in both our research and consulting 
experience that the key differentiator of success in 
a rewards program is not so much a sophisticated 
rewards strategy or design (e.g., base cash, variable 
pay, job leveling, link to performance, etc.), but rather 
the change management effort. Don’t underestimate 
the importance of rewards strategy and design; it 
is very important and must be done well. But time 
and time again, we have found rewards-related 
change management as the make-or-break behind 
a successful rewards implementation. Said another 
way: It is better to have a rewards strategy and 
program design of average quality with superior 
implementation rather than a superior strategy and 
design with subpar implementation.  

Principle 1: Leadership Alignment
Rewards program success requires leadership  
alignment — that is, the extent that leaders are actively 
involved in shaping the direction, strategy, design and 
execution of the program. This goes beyond executives 
being individually interviewed about their thoughts 
and preferences about the strategy and design of the 
program. It is about facilitating a process where they 
work as an executive team to discuss and debate the 
trade-offs associated with different approaches to 
rewards, and clarifying a consensus belief behind the 
principles, strategy and design that the program brings 
to the organization and its employees. 

Successful rewards program design and execution is 
not an intellectual exercise. It is a contact sport with 
the team in the room debating issues and alternatives 
and reaching consensus. It is also about executives 
signing up to collectively own these processes versus 
abdicating ownership to the HR function. During key 
communication events regarding change in programs, 

it is the executives who should be the primary voice 
regarding the what, why and how of the rewards 
program, not the HR function. 

Principle 2: Inclusiveness 
Many rewards programs have been designed in the 
ivory tower of corporate HR, finance and operations, 
where the direct input of employees and managers 
was not considered. There are typically a few 
reasons for this approach: 
 •   Leaders feel that they know the needs and wants 

of employees better than employees themselves.
 •   Leaders feel insecure in allowing employees to 

express their opinions and fear that if they do, it 
may force the organization into a corner.

 •   Leaders do not provide necessary tools because 
of a lack of technology and the high cost of 
surveying employee opinions.

Leaders have a greater likelihood of understanding 
the requirements of employees to the extent that the 
organization is smaller and flatter with fewer manage-
ment levels. As organizations become larger and more 
complex, it becomes increasingly unlikely that senior 
leaders have a good read on employee opinions 
with multiple levels of management diffusing this 
information upward.

Sometimes, managers and employees are not 
involved in providing input or consulted during the 
design of a rewards program. Often this happens 
because current rewards programs are frankly not 

Learning from Past Mistakes
A large financial organization we worked with conducts a review of its 
rewards policies and practices every few years. The last review saw limited 
consultation with staff, and the outcomes were poorly received — so much 
so that when the organization embarked on its recent review, staff per-
ceived this as another exercise to cut costs. Employees had a lot of mistrust 
in the underlying reasons of this recent review, which was actually about 
aligning its rewards programs to its strategic priorities. Learning from its 
experiences, the organization wanted to be more inclusive in the recent 
review; they regularly engaged staff via focus group discussions, staff 
consultations and briefing sessions to share high-level findings and initial 
recommendations, which is an uncommon practice from what we have 
seen in our consulting experience. Although there was still a fair amount of 
dissatisfaction about the program during staff dialogues, there was general 
acknowledgment that the organization was making a genuine effort to listen 
and understand staff perspectives. Eventually, our consulting recommen-
dations also included some great suggestions from staff, perspectives we 
would have missed out on had the organization not allowed us to engage 
directly with its people.
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that good. There may be a lack of an overarching 
strategy, limited structure in program design and 
lack of transparency in rewards programs. We have 
also worked with organizations where line managers 
were not given pay information of the staff they 
manage. This often creates an environment of 
mistrust and can become a barrier to any rewards 
change initiative. (See “Learning from Past Mistakes.”)

Principle 3: Get Communications Right 
The predominant goal of a communications effort 
should be to thoughtfully and transparently answer 
employee questions such as those examples 
identified at the beginning of this article. A rewards 
program can never be all things to all people, 
and this requires that an organization be able to 
communicate effectively about where and why 
it is making changes to its rewards approach. In 
the current climate of constraints, being able to 
prioritize and identify trade-offs the organization 
will need to make for its new rewards program is 
important. Business leaders and HR play a critical 
role in communication and implementation and 
must consider messaging platforms that resonate 
with employees. Ideally, implementation should 
also consider how these changes align with other 
human capital programs in place — both in the 
present and those planned for the future — and 
most importantly how they are intended to support 
the organization’s mission, purpose and direction.

Principle 4: People over Process
As mentioned earlier, successful change efforts 
consist of behavioral as well as structural change. 
Most change agents are armed with a framework and 
structured approach to lead the change, including 
a project and resourcing plan. However, the failure 
of an organization to successfully adopt change is 
inevitably related to its people, and not the process. 
For leaders of change initiatives, it is critical to 
understand their own personal reaction to change. 
This improved awareness of their own tolerance 
for change will have a positive influence on how 
they lead the change and how others perceive their 
authenticity and optimism about the change.

Expanding understanding about how to antici-
pate and manage emotional reactions to change 
enables the leader to guide people through the 
activity. Good change leadership involves tending to 
both the external world (e.g., new roles and titles, 

changes in base compensation or incentives) and 
the internal world (e.g., letting go of old ways, fear 
of losing a job, creating a new identity). Change 
leaders must tend to both, because when orga-
nizational change goes wrong, it’s often because 
it’s being treated purely as an implementation 
of a new process without paying attention to the 
associated feelings — most commonly fear and 
loss — about the change. Change is about 30% logic 
and 70% emotion.

Any organization’s successful implementation of 
its career levels, compensation ranges, performance 
management processes and incentive programs for the 
workforce requires careful consideration of the change 
strategy, a clear understanding of the impact of the 
change on specific populations (i.e., positive, negative, 
neutral and high, medium, low) and subsequent unam-
biguous messaging to employees. The sensitivity of this 
change effort must not be underestimated, because it 
touches on some of the most sensitive subjects in the 
employee-employer relationship. 

Don’t Get Derailed
Some rewards initiatives do not get the results 
they were intended to achieve. Some of the more 
common derailers we have seen are:
 • The case for change was not effectively made to 
and agreed on by leadership. This can result in 
a reluctance to make tough decisions if leaders 
aren’t on board with the change in the first place. 
For example, if an executive reviews a change 
impact analysis where an individual is to be 
downgraded and lose earning opportunities, the 
executive might well ask, “Why are we even doing 
this exercise at all?”  

 • Adequate time was not available to sufficiently 
process the leadership team through the what, 
why and how of the work. The change effort may 
then become perceived as a hurried HR inter-
vention done to — instead of on behalf of — the 
organization, and that will be readily apparent to 
management and employees. Trust and credibility 
in leadership usually erodes given inadequate 
work in such a visible initiative. 

 • The timing, volume and content of communica-
tions was underestimated. Many organizations 
think they can effectively manage the communica-
tions around the change event. If there is a robust 
internal communications or HR function, they 
might do an effective job with communications. 
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More often, communication is deficient because 
of a lack of strategy about messaging and timing, 
inadequate resourcing, a lack of expertise 
or woefully underestimated time estimates. 
Communication, more often than not, is the 
Achilles’ heel of a rewards-related change effort.

 • Leaders abdicate their accountability for leading and 
modeling change. Leaders may think that account-
ability for change rests with HR, a project manager 
or office and/or a transformation office. Effective 
change occurs when there is demonstrable leadership 
support for the new program, as well as enough 
engagement with the nuts and bolts of a structural 
change management process (e.g., communications, 
impact analysis) to understand what will be required 
of them and their direct reports. 

Unintended Consequences 
Unintended consequences occur as a result of not 
focusing on an effective change strategy, and can 
surface as a combination of individual, organiza-
tional or performance factors:
 • Individual consequences may include stress, frus-
tration, anger and quite often fear — fear about the 
situation, job stability or individual competence. This 
can all lead to decreased motivation and “checking 
out” by otherwise valuable employees. If not 

managed well, it can lead to sabotage of the change, 
paralysis about the change, or the exit of highly 
qualified employees who choose to move to a more 
stable environment.

 • Organizational consequences may include 
insecurity at the management or executive level, 
uncertainty and ambiguity throughout the orga-
nization — but particularly at lower levels where 
information is not as timely or readily available 
— or structural vulnerability as issues that have 
been hidden in the organization begin to surface.

 • Performance consequences can include failure of the 
change implementation itself, loss of effectiveness in 

Good change leadership involves 
tending to both the external world … 
and the internal world.
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organizational units (the focus is shifted from customers, safety, and 
so on, to the drama and noise in the organization). This can build or 
add to a negative change history that makes future planned change 
even more difficult.

The change plan should be developed in collaboration with 
the total rewards project team and should lay out a strategy for 
communicating to employees, outlining key messages, media, 
channels, messengers and a timeline. Consistently applying a 
change model and the associated tools and activities for each 
stage provides guidance and support for the leader so that the 
emotional component of change is not ignored or forgotten in 
the flurry of activity. Because change often triggers a “fight or 
flight” response, ensuring that the model of change is guiding 
and directing behaviors and activity as prescribed will enable the 
leader to look after the emotional side of change, balanced with 
accomplishing the implementation at the same time. Effective 
change leadership always incorporates the following behaviors:  
 • Active and visible participation to drive vision and purpose
 • Collaborating with other change leaders and agents to build 
effective partnerships

 • Communicating directly and often with all affected individuals to 
help drive engagement

 • Demonstrating self-awareness and resiliency as 
resistance surfaces.

Rewards are an essential component to engage and drive 
behaviors in an organization. Change management is often the 
most effective approach to help employees at all levels adopt a 
new rewards approach as an enhanced way of driving business 
objectives. Investing in change management in a new or modified 
rewards program provides the necessary organizational engage-
ment to ensure the success of the initiative.  

Mary Chua is the Asia Pacific leader, rewards and benefits, for Korn Ferry. She can be 
reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/mary-n-chua-64698275/.

Petey Firestone is the client partner, organizational strategy, for Korn Ferry. She can be 
reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/patricia-petey-firestone-157368/.

Tom McMullen is the senior client partner and total rewards expertise leader for Korn 
Ferry. He can be reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/mcmullentom/.

Seth Weinbaum is a senior principal at Korn Ferry. He can be reached on LinkedIn at 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/seth-weinbaum-8a51a2/.

Communication, more often than not, is 
the Achilles’ heel of a rewards-related 
change effort.
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You’ve read the headlines over the 
past few years about high-profile 
cases of sales compensation 
plans that have gone astray. Each 

is an example of how incentive compen-
sation can be contrary to company 
strategy and culture — not to mention 
customers’ best interests. These also are 
examples of how — even if they aren’t 
directly involved in the incentive plan 
design — corporate leadership is held 
accountable for the results.

Not only is it usually one of the largest 
expenses a company incurs, sales 
compensation plans are also one of the 
most significant drivers of sales perfor-
mance, business results and salesforce 

behaviors. A well-designed sales 
compensation plan aligns with business 
objectives and sales strategy, driving 
the right behaviors, thus linking C-suite 
strategy to frontline actions.

Meanwhile, a poorly designed plan can 
be disastrous — not just for a company’s 
business results but also to its reputa-
tion. As recently as January, former Wells 
Fargo CEO John Stumpf felt the sting of 
the bank’s 2016 incentive compensa-
tion-fueled scandal when the U.S. Office 
of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC) 
barred him for life from the banking 
industry and fined him $17.5 million. 

Several key factors drive the need for 
CEOs and boards of directors to be aware 

BRING THEM 
INTO THE

BY JENNIFER FREI, HEMANT PATEL AND BRENDA MALDONADO

What Your CEO and Board Should Know About Your Sales Comp Plan
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of the design and delivery of their organizations’ 
sales compensation plans because, when the buck 
finally stops, it’s their responsibility to ensure these 
plans are aligned with the organization’s overar-
ching strategy, driving the desired business results 
and salesforce behaviors. (See “Key Factors Driving 
CEOs and Boards to Be Involved in Sales Comp.”)

An Executive’s Role and Focus
The role of the CEO and board in sales compensa-
tion design and governance varies from company to 
company. Given the importance the sales compen-
sation plan has on driving behavior and results, the 
CEO and board should, at a minimum, understand 
and be comfortable with the sales incentive plan 
design (the “intent”) as well as how the plan is 
functioning (the “results”). CEOs and boards should 
evaluate the sales compensation plan design and 
results based upon:
 •  Strategic alignment: Is the plan aligned with the 
business strategy and delivering the right results?

 •  Culture: Does the plan align and support the 
organization’s culture?

 •  Risk profile: Does the incentive plan align with 
the organization’s risk profile?

Strategic Alignment
Evaluation of the incentive plan’s strategic 
alignment should consider both the design and 
the results on business strategy, cost/return on 
compensation spend and ability to attract and 
retain the right sales talent.  

When considering business results that stem from 
the sales compensation plan, leaders need to think 
about overall and key strategic sales objectives. For 
example, are the incentive plan designs aligned with 
the organization’s business strategy and strategic 
objectives? Are sales teams delivering the right 
business results?

Another area for the CEO and board to consider is 
compensation cost as it relates to business results. 
Are we getting the right return on the compensation 
investment? Does the actual compensation cost of 
sales align with the desired cost?

To understand the costs of a new incentive plan 
or changes to existing plans, the plans should 
be modeled under several different performance 
scenarios. (See “Sensitivity Analysis Modeling.”) 
Additionally, CEOs and boards should be aware 
of whether the incentive plan is doing all it can 
to attract and retain needed sales talent. Table 1 
provides key questions regarding the plan design and 
plan performance as it relates to how the plan’s stra-
tegic alignment should be monitored and evaluated.

Culture
Everyone agrees that a healthy corporate culture 
is a strategic asset and key source of competitive 
advantage. Across an organization, culture guides 
decisions employees make every day, and these 
decisions can support or impair the achievement 
of corporate strategy. The salesforce often is 
not located within a company’s physical offices, 

Sensitivity Analysis Modeling
Sales compensation plans should be modeled 
before being finalized. Sensitivity analysis 
modeling looks at costs relative to results for 
various performance levels. It also helps leaders 
understand how costs relate to results when the 
company over- or underperforms. Sensitivity 
modeling answers certain key questions:

∙  How do costs relate to results when the company 
underperforms?

∙  What is the worst-case financial scenario?

∙  Is the design self-funding for overperformance? 

∙  Is the additional cost appropriate given the 
incremental results?
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Risk Mitigation
The SEC risk assessment requirement under the 
Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer 
Protection Act of 2010, item 402(s) of SEC regulation 
S-K requires companies to disclose when compen-
sation policies and practices are likely to have a 
material adverse effect on the company.  

However, in addition to regulatory risk that can 
result in fines, penalties and lawsuits, poorly 
designed sales compensation plans can cause 
significant damage to an organization’s reputation. 
Reputational risk associated with improper conduct 
can have significant and lasting impact on trust 
among customers, shareholders, regulators and 
employees and business results. 

Cases like Wells Fargo and, also recently, 
GlaxoSmithKline, featured undesirable behaviors 
driven by ineffective sales compensation programs 
and an insufficiently robust governance frame-
work. These situations have increased the focus on 
ensuring that sales incentive plans are designed 
to align with both regulations and a company’s 
risk profile.

Business and Role Transformations
In today’s business environment, the only con-
stant is change. Shifting workforce demographics, 
disruptive technologies and elevated customer 
expectations are transforming how companies sell 
their products and services. This transformation 
often involves new offerings, new target custom-
ers, new markets and new sales processes. Each 
of these requires the salesforce to adopt different 
behaviors to achieve the organization’s desired 
financial results. Relying on historical sales com-
pensation plans to deliver tomorrow’s desired 
results is not an option in today’s changing world. 
New business models and ways of working require 
a fresh look at the incentive plans.

Transactions
Innovation, disruption and the need for growth also 
have contributed to an increase in merger and acqui-
sition activity. 

In most corporate transactions, the salesforce is 
considered a key asset that is critical to capturing the 
revenue synergies of the deal. However, sales com-
pensation plans and other salesforce programs are 
frequently excluded from human resources’ due-dili-
gence activities prior to deals closing. And, much of the 
work that goes into harmonizing other global or corpo-
rate-level compensation plans exclude sales incentives. 
Oftentimes, sales compensation plans are the last to be 
addressed, even though they represent the plans that 
have the most inherent risk to maintaining customer 
relationships and achieving deal revenue synergies. 

Even if the sales organizations remain separate (for 
the near- or longer-term), the benefits of any corpo-
rate transaction can be greatly enhanced by ensur-
ing that sales compensation plans communicate 
new performance expectations, focus salespeople 
on the most important transaction-related goals, 
get salespeople aligned with the new company 
strategy, promote cultural assimilation and address 
employee morale, anxiety and engagement.

Business Improvements
Even if your organization is not undergoing signifi-
cant strategy changes or going through a transaction, 
your current sales compensation plan may not be 
delivering the desired business performance. Anytime 
the organization experiences unsatisfactory sales 
performance — both overall sales performance or fail-
ure to achieve key strategic objectives, such as a new 
product or service launch, acquisition of new custom-
ers and customer segments, profitability and margin 
— higher-than-anticipated compensation costs or 
increased customer or salesforce turnover, it is time to 
evaluate the alignment of the sales incentive design.

Key Factors Driving CEOs and Boards to Be Involved in Sales Comp

35

   
|  

 S
ep

te
m

be
r 2

02
0



thus increasing the risk of the sales team running 
under a different culture than the rest of the 
employee population.

Creating, maintaining and safeguarding an orga-
nization’s corporate culture is the responsibility of 
the C-suite and board of directors. Executives and 
boards must be attuned to how incentive plans can 
magnify the day-to-day decision-making process 
to ensure proper alignment. This means paying 

attention to not only what objectives the incentive 
plan is designed to drive, but how.

If, for example, the culture is one of long-term 
growth and fostering long-term customer relation-
ships, it’s not enough to ensure the incentive plan 
rewards for the achievement of financial objectives 
that represent the desired growth. For example, 
what would happen if a plan is designed with stand-
alone quarterly targets and payouts? The salesforce 

Plan Design Considerations Plan Performance/Results Considerations

Alignment and focus on key sales objectives

•  Are performance measures aligned with business 
strategy and strategic objectives?

•  Are plans aligned with the sales roles’  
key responsibilities?

•  Are plans focused, with four or fewer  
performance measures? 

•  Is the salesforce delivering the desired results?

•  Are key sales objectives being achieved?

•  Are overall sales objectives being achieved?

Compensation cost aligned with business results

•  Is the compensation cost of sales acceptable 
across different performance scenarios (see  
Sensitivity Analysis Modeling sidebar)?

•  Does the actual compensation cost of sales align  
with the desired compensation cost parameters?

•  Are sales compensation payouts aligned with  
business performance?  

Attraction and retention of top sales talent 

•  Is target total cash compensation competitive 
with market?

•  Is target total cash compensation internally  
equitable across sales roles and aligned with  
career progression?

•  Is the plan designed to appropriately differenti-
ate rewards for top performers versus median or 
bottom performers?

•  Do we have unhealthy churn among our top 
sales talent?

•  Are we able to recruit strong sales talent? 

o  What is the average time to fill a vacant 
sales position? 

o  What is the average ramp-up time for a  
new salesperson?

•  Are the top earners the top performers?

Source: Willis Towers Watson
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Risks of Ineffective Sales  
Compensation Plans
There are four key areas that are deeply affected by 
plans that lack the right leadership oversight.

Senior leaders need to answer this simple, but 
weighty, question: Can our company afford the 
potential impact of ineffective plans on:

∙  Financial results?

∙  Customer relationships?

∙  Employee engagement?

∙  Corporate culture?

would focus on short-term results, potentially to the 
detriment of long-term relationships and growth.

Incentive pay mix is also a key design feature in 
this scenario. A plan with a significant portion of 
pay coming in the form of incentives can lead to 
aggressive, near-term focused sales behaviors that 
are contrary to the corporate culture. It is important 
for executives and boards to consider the sales 
incentive plan’s alignment with corporate culture 
when reviewing the incentive plan design.

Risk Profile
Senior leaders must understand the risk involved 
in sales compensation and consider both the intent 
of the plan as well as the impact of the plan on 
driving behaviors. (See “Risks of Ineffective Sales 
Compensation Plans.”) As discussed in “Key Factors 
Driving CEOs and Boards to Be Involved in Sales 
Comp,” U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) regulations require companies to disclose 
when compensation policies and practices are likely 
to have a material adverse effect on the company.

CEOs and boards should evaluate the incentive 
plan design risk and results beyond the SEC’s 
disclosure requirements. Leaders also should 
conduct a risk assessment that identifies the 
inherent risk of the plan design and appropriate risk 
mitigation to ensure that the plan’s risk profile is 
consistent with the company’s risk appetite.

A sales compensation plan’s risk profile does not 
represent the effectiveness of the plan. In fact, some 
very effective plan designs carry the risk of driving 
unwanted behavior. And, certain plan design charac-
teristics that are considered best-practice for many 
sales roles (e.g., uncapped incentive payouts) result 
in increased plan-design risk. Executives and boards 
must be aware of the risk/reward profile of the sales 
incentive plan design to ensure the desired balance is 
achieved through proper design and risk mitigation. 

In addition to conducting a risk assessment of the 
incentive plan design, the incentive plan results 
should be monitored to ensure that the results are 

aligned with the plan’s intent and to quickly identify 
any unintended consequences (e.g. extreme over-
performance on products or people that historically 
were poor or median performers).

Key Component of a High-Performing  
Sales Organization
Sales compensation plans are a key strategic 
lever to link C-suite strategy to frontline actions. A 
well-designed sales compensation plan can have 
far-reaching impact on financial performance, customer 
relationships and employee engagement.  Given the 
importance of this program — both in driving the right 
or wrong results — executives and board members 
should care and take a keen interest in the sales incen-
tive plans their organizations develop and deploy.    

Jennifer Frei is a senior director, Sales Effectiveness & Rewards, at 
Willis Towers Watson. She can be reached at Jennifer.frei@willis-
towerswatson.com or on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/
jennifer-frei-b77235/

Hemant Patel is a senior director, Talent & Rewards, at Willis Towers 
Watson. He can be reached at hemant.patel@willistowerswatson.
com or on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/hemant- 
patel-32b1792/

Brenda Maldonado is a director, Sales Effectiveness & Rewards, at 
Willis Towers Watson. She can be reached at Brenda.Maldonado@
willistowerswatson.com or on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/
in/brendamaldonado/
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IPO 
The 

game
When to Play Offense or 
Defense in Exec Comp Design

By Greg Arnold, Derek Fleck  
and Tatyana Day

O
rganizations need to deliberately plan and communicate 
executive compensation objectives and structure in an 
initial public offering (IPO). Here, we will make real the 

choices at hand, describing when it makes sense to use compen-
sation to play offense or defense. On offense, compensation can 
be used to communicate priorities and drive performance in the 
next stage of an organization’s life cycle. On defense, compen-
sation design operates more in the background to align pay with 
performance outcomes. We will compare the approaches and 
identify circumstances where each approach can work best to 
help newly public companies.
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Offense or Defense? 
IPOs can mean quite different things for different 
organizations, and these differences appear across 
companies often without regard to ownership structure 
or age of the business. On one hand, many companies 
view an IPO as a financing event only, with little impact 
on the day-to-day business. Employees may have joined 
the organization recently and have moderate value 
from equity awards, much of which is still unvested. The 
IPO is just another step in the organization’s evolution, 
discussed mostly among the executives, and requiring 
only minor adjustments to compensation. Employees 
may experience varying degrees of wealth creation, 
but their liquidity may be limited by largely unvested 
equity grants. There is no immediate need for the 
pay programs to reinforce dramatic shifts in strategic 
thinking because financial- and shareholder-return 
objectives are already widely communicated to 
employees. In this case, a defensive program for 
compensation is appropriate to support “business as 
usual” for compensation. 

For many other organizations, the IPO is a galva-
nizing turning point. The company may have been 
private long enough for their executives to have 
substantial vested equity and to have experienced 
significant value creation. The IPO gives executives 
an opportunity to receive liquidity on their equity. 
Fostering retention and creating excitement about 
the opportunity ahead is critical. In these cases, an 
offensive program with large upside opportunity 
may be appropriate to motivate key contributors 
while reinforcing the growth story to investors.

The goal in any IPO is to develop a durable pay 
program that supports the business’ immediate objec-
tives with the flexibility to adjust over time, if needed. 
Organizations always need to anticipate the “next 
act” from a pay perspective. Being intentional about 
the compensation approach at IPO has the added 
advantage of giving the newly public company a clear 
philosophy. The board should then plan to review this 
philosophy annually to ensure it still fits the compa-
ny’s financial, strategic, and cultural aspirations.

Stories of Offense,  
Defense and In-Between
On our advice, a longtime private company decided 
to go on the offense. Prior to IPO, the company had 
shifted to a new business line that super-charged 
its growth trajectory. The IPO would now fund 
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growth so the company could capitalize on a 
significant market opportunity. The executives had 
substantial vested equity with a great deal of value. 
The board aimed to create excitement about the 
additional opportunity ahead and align compen-
sation with the growth trajectory. Accordingly, it 
provided substantial upside opportunity in perfor-
mance shares tied to achieving revenue and EBITDA 
(earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and 
amortization) growth objectives. Additionally, the 
organization granted stock options to provide direct 

alignment to the stock price growth. This offensive 
approach reinforced the growth story to investors 
as part of the IPO.

Another client went defensive. The business 
viewed the IPO largely as a financing event and 
had no desire to drastically change compensation 
programs to motivate behavior or communicate 
priorities externally. As a controlled company, 
management was less focused on investor 
perspectives related to pay as the founder would 
continue to serve as CEO and own majority of the 

Offensive Approach Defensive Approach

Annual incentive

Highly leveraged payouts, with 
maximum payout levels at 2x-3x target 
and steep leverage below target

Financial goals that require significant 
stretch performance, often with heavy 
weighting toward growth

Nonfinancial measures tied to 
specific strategic objectives, consis-
tent with objectives outlined in 
investor road show

Moderately leveraged payouts, with 
maximum payout levels at 1.5-2x target 
and gradual leverage below target

Financial metrics that are generally 
achievable with moderate performance 
levels, often with emphasis on profit-
ability or returns

Long-term incentive

Large upside opportunity, delivered 
through premium-priced options or 
performance hurdles on equity awards

Multiyear performance metrics

Front-loaded equity awards 

Market-competitive opportu-
nity, delivered primarily through 
time-vested awards

RSUs may be a larger component than 
options or performance shares

Annual equity awards

Pay mix
Moderate salaries with greater emphasis 
on incentives, primarily long-term

Market-competitive and balanced pay 
mix of salary, annual incentive, and 
long-term incentive

Figure 1: Contrasting Offensive and Defensive Approaches



It’s vital to align with 
the company’s strategy, 
culture, management style 
and board perspectives.

stock after going public. The organization reviewed 
the current pay program against public market 
pay practices and made only minor adjustment 
to employment agreements and board pay levels. 
It also transitioned the existing phantom stock 
plan to public company restricted stock units 
(RSUs) without providing large retention or staking 
grants at the time of the IPO. Management could 
thus continue with a business-as-usual approach 
through the IPO. 

A third company we worked with used both 
approaches. It had two different groups of execu-
tives: One group had started the organization and 
built it to the IPO, but was not the team to take it to 
the next level; the second group, showing a great 
deal of promise, was getting ready to take over. The 
post-IPO compensation framework threaded this 

needle by giving moderate awards to the legacy 
leaders, who were wealthy through their substantial 
vested shares. On the other hand, the emerging 
leaders were set to receive far less value at IPO. 
The new compensation plan gave them a highly 
leveraged opportunity aimed at providing retention 
through several years of vesting. The design aligned 
with the long-term business strategy by encour-
aging the senior team to retire post-IPO. The design 
was effective because the board and key constit-
uents discussed and agreed on the differentiated 
approach early in the IPO process.

Process Matters Too
Regardless of the compensation strategy, it’s 
vital to align with the company’s strategy, culture, 
management style and board perspectives. 
Alignment not only helps ensure investor accep-
tance, but also lays the groundwork for post-IPO 

success. The process should be firmly established 
and consistent because a clear process is often just 
as important as the approach ultimately adopted. 

A robust pre-IPO process also sets priorities. 
Boards can focus on the “must-haves” of specific 
organizational needs while setting a timeline 
for addressing other items. It’s not feasible to 
check every box before the transaction. To help 
set priorities:

1.  Get early buy-in and involvement 
from key leaders

2.  Approve a reasonable comparator group. Define 
how the group will and will not be used.

3.  Have early discussions with directors — or inves-
tors if the board is still informal — to establish 
and articulate a compensation philosophy, 
including whether to go offensive or defensive

4.  Create timelines for all needed approvals as 
well as beyond-the-basics decisions.

 
There is neither the time nor the need to work out 

the full governance structure before the IPO. But 
organizations can set a clear path to that state, with 
specific steps and timelines. The board needs to 
get on a regular cadence with committee calendars 
and agendas. This process should keep investor 
attention on the core issues of organizational 
performance and pay design, rather than on side-
line governance issues such as executive ownership 
requirements. However, compensation governance 
issues not settled before the IPO, such as claw-
backs, must be addressed soon thereafter.

Because uncertainty in the current environment 
continues, the IPO market is going to be more 
challenging than ever. An intentional approach 
to compensation strategy — with a well-de-
signed compensation program tied directly to 
the company’s objectives — can be critical to a 
successful outcome. 

Greg Arnold is managing director at Semler Brossy Consulting 
Group. He can be reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/
in/greg-arnold-3a37894/.

Derek Fleck is a senior consultant at Semler Brossy Consulting 
Group. He can be reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/
in/derek-fleck-3811a52b/.

Tatyana Day is a senior consultant at Semler Brossy Consulting 
Group. She can be reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/
in/tatyanaday/.”
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In preparation for the IPO, organizations need to complete 
the basics, no matter whether they take an offensive or 
defensive approach to compensation strategy.

1.  Share authorization. How much equity should be 
reserved for future performance awards? The appro-
priate share pool combines a bottom-up forecast 
of requirements for equity awards, informed by the 
offensive or defensive approach, along with a top-down 
analysis of peer benchmarks for total dilution and 
annual run rate. The share pool should last for several 
years following the IPO to provide flexibility in delivering 
competitive equity grants. As part of this consideration, 
organizations should balance the size of the initial pool 
with any evergreen provision that provides automatic 
annual increases. 

2.  Annual and long-term incentive programs. Organizations 
often need to re-evaluate their incentive programs, even 
under a defensive approach. This could include moving 
to annual grant cycles for equity awards, or creating more 
sophisticated or standardized annual incentive programs.

3.  Employment agreements. The IPO is an opportunity 
to move away from special arrangements, ensure that 
employment agreement terms are within the realm of 
competitive practice for public companies, and avoid 
egregious practices. Organizations should remove any 
provisions that would send unintended signals to the 
market or be embarrassing to disclose, such as overly 
generous severance programs or special perquisites. 
This is also an opportunity to adjust salary and target 
bonus levels for new executives and those taking on 
expanded roles.

4.  Board of director pay. The organization must also set 
up a formal pay program for its independent direc-
tors. Most private companies pay directors primarily 
through equity awards with modest cash compensation. 
Establishing a competitive director pay program with 
balanced cash and equity awards provides certainty for 
new directors and recognizes the expanded fiduciary 
responsibility they take on at a public company. 

5.  Employee stock purchase plan. Less critical, but still 
important, is establishing a pool of shares for an 
employee stock purchase plan (ESPP). The implementa-
tion can come later once the appropriate administrative 
systems are set up, but the total share pool should be 
approved prior to the IPO. These plans are a low-cost 
way to create excitement in the organization following 
the IPO and help reinforce alignment with the stock 
price throughout the organization. Such plans can work 
in both offensive and defensive approaches.

6.  S-1 disclosure. For each of these decisions, organi-
zations should be thoughtful about the mandatory 
disclosure for equity plan terms and pay details. While 
disclosure requirements for emerging growth companies 
(EGC) are lower and a compensation discussion and 
analysis (CD&A) statement is not required, organizations 
may still want to divulge some details about the go-for-
ward pay actions and strategy, particularly when taking 
the offensive approach. 
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How to Avoid the ‘Fatal Flaws’ of a Pay-for-Performance Strategy
BY DALLIN JOHNS
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Why a Pay-for-Performance System?
I was once presenting on pay-for-performance 
principles to an organization to help employees 
understand how their pay would be handled going 
forward. After the presentation, an employee 
thanked me for finally instituting principles that 
would motivate her. I reminded her that the orga-
nization had always claimed to practice pay for 
performance. But she told me that she had lost 
the motivation to work hard after learning several 
years before that her colleague, who literally slept 
on the job, was making the exact same pay that 
she was. “I quit trying,” she said. “Why bother?” In 
general, employees who work harder than others 
expect higher pay than others, especially when the 
employer claims to practice pay for performance. 

Why Do Pay-for-Performance Systems Often Fail?
At the core of a successful pay strategy is 
executing the exact strategy that is communi-
cated to employees. An organization that claims 
to pay its employees based on seniority, but 
instead pays its employees on skills, will face 
mistrust from its employees. Those who mistrust 
their employer will disengage and likely leave 
that organization. Similarly, an organization 
claiming to pay based on performance, but instead 
pays based on some other criteria, will face the 
same challenges. The first rule of implementing 
a successful pay strategy is to clearly state what 
the strategy is and then actually do what was 
said. This rule is as true for a pay-for-performance 
strategy as it is for any other strategy.

In the earlier story where the employee had 
given up giving her best to her employer, it is easy 
to blame the manager for failing to appropriately 
reward the high performers. But the real problem 
may not have been the manager’s at all. In my 
experience, the problem generally rests in the poor 
processes, communication and education on the 
part of the HR team. Many organizations claim their 
base pay programs are based on pay for perfor-
mance, but few, I’ve discovered, actually implement 
processes, communication and education to make 
sure it happens. These organizations will often 
implement a system where the highest performers 
get the largest increases, the average performers 
receive an average increase, and the low performers 
receive the lowest or no increase. This practice is 
often accompanied with a chart similar to Table 1:

There is a fatal flaw with this practice as it exac-
erbates pay inequities, instead of correcting them. 
Consider two employees in the exact same job, with 
the exact same manager, and the same level of 
performance — exceeds expectations. Employee No. 
1 makes $65,000 and employee No. 2 makes $70,000. 
According to the chart above, each employee will 
receive a 5% increase. Employee No. 1 will receive 

T hroughout my 20-plus-year HR and total rewards career, I’ve worked for organizations that 
claim to practice pay for performance. In this article, I am writing specifically to organizations 
aiming to establish a pay-for-performance culture through base pay systems. Although variable 
pay programs also can contribute to a pay-for-performance culture, this article assumes that 
the primary pay-for-performance program for an organization is base pay. I will demonstrate 
why a certain system utilized by many employers that focuses solely on the percentage of a 
pay increase instead of the actual pay is problematic in establishing a pay-for-performance 

culture. In addition, I will show how to create a pay system based on the principle of like pay for like work and 
like performance. Creating such a system requires careful planning to avoid mistrust from an organization’s 
employees. Finally, I will provide solutions to common problems arising from pay-for-performance systems and 
suggestions on how to communicate the strategy to the organization. 

Performance: Percentage Increase:
Exceeds Expectations 5%

Meets Expectations 3%

Below Expectations 0 - 1%

Table 1
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Original Pay Percent Increase Dollar Increase New Pay

Employee One $65,000 5% $3,250 $68,250

Employee Two $70,000 5% $3,500 $73,500

Table 2

Table 3

Table 4

Proposed Increase

Exceeds Expectations 8% 5% 3%

Meets Expectations 5% 3% 1%

Below Expectations 0 - 1% 0% 0%

Low Mid High

Position in Pay Range

Pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

Position in Range (in percentiles of range)

Exceptional 100th percentile

Exceeds Expectations 75th percentile

Meets Expectations 50th percentile

Improvement Needed 25th percentile

Unsatisfactory or  
New to Role

0 percentile

Pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

a $3,250 increase while employee No. 2 will receive 
a $3,500 increase. Not only did this system not 
address the pay gap, but the gap got larger as a 
result of the system. The divide between these two 
employees’ base pay grew by $250. This was not 
the fault of the manager, but the fault of a poorly 
designed system. (See Table 2.)

In a pay-for-performance system where the defi-
nition is like pay for like work and like performance, 
the process above is not pay for performance at all. 
This is a system I like to call increase for perfor-
mance, as the emphasis is entirely on the size of the 
increase and not on the actual pay. The definition of 
an increase-for-performance system is like increase 
for like performance. An organization claiming 
to practice pay for performance, but utilizes an 
increase-for-performance system, has created a 
system that is inconsistent with its claim. Why do 

pay-for-performance systems often fail? Because 
far too often, they’re not a pay-for-performance 
system at all. The organization is not practicing 
what it says it would do, leading to mistrust.

What’s wrong with an increase-for-performance 
system? Imagine a manager in front of a judge 
while the plaintiff’s attorneys are asking the 
manager why he gave employee No. 1 a smaller 
increase than employee No. 2 when he clearly 
identified them as having the same level of perfor-
mance. He can argue that they received the same 
percentage increase and, therefore, it’s fair. But he 
will lose that argument. Increase-for-performance 
systems are likely to exacerbate pay inequities, 
foster feelings of unfairness, and possibly create 
legal troubles within an organization. If that 
manager would lose a legal battle challenging 
the fairness of an increase-for-performance 
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system, he will likely also lose an argument with 
his employees that never escalates to a legal 
challenge. And those employees will disengage and 
likely leave the organization.

How to Avoid Common Failures
In order to close the gap between employee No. 1 
and employee No. 2, employee No. 1 must receive 
a larger dollar increase than employee No. 2. 
A pay-for-performance matrix like Table 3 is a 
common method used to close such gaps.

A pay-for-performance matrix would have given a 
higher dollar increase to employee No. 1 and narrowed 
the gap. These systems take time to narrow large gaps 
and make it impossible to completely close a gap as, 
eventually, the two employees will begin receiving 
the same percentage pay increases, much like an 
increase for performance system. This flaw with a 
pay-for-performance matrix needs to be recognized 
by compensation professionals. An organization using 
a pay-for-performance matrix should also consider 
adding a time element into the calculation. Should an 
employee with one year of high performance receive 
the same pay as an employee with three consecutive 
years of high performance?

Table 3 is a common method used in organizations 
practicing pay for performance and striving to 
achieve like pay for like work and like performance. 
But any system based on percentage increases will 
undoubtedly create pay inequities at some point 
unless the starting salary at the point of hire or 
promotion is always set in perfect alignment with 
actual performance going forward — an impossible 
task. A percentage increase of a salary that wasn’t 
set commensurate with actual performance will 
never fulfill goals regarding like pay for like work 
and like performance. Instead of percentage 
increases, an organization may want to consider 
anchored pay rates based on one’s performance 
and position in range as illustrated in Table 4.

Such a system requires the organization to 
communicate clear definitions for each performance 
level; the managers must be excellent communica-
tors of those definitions and able to translate them 
to each position they manage. If an organization’s 
pay structure is market based, employees would 
receive a cost-of-labor increase to maintain their 
position in range when the structure moves and is 
adjusted to reflect new market targets.

Communication
In order for any compensation strategy to work, 
communication is key. Employees need to know 
what to expect when it comes to their pay and what 
they need to accomplish in order to increase their 
pay. A transparent strategy will build trust between 
employer and employee and engagement will 
follow, as long as the organization does what it says 
it is going to do.

By far, the most common complaint from 
managers concerning a pay-for-performance matrix 
system is the resulting small increases given to 
high performers approaching the top of their range. 
Employees can feel it is demotivating if they are a 
top performer, but are only receiving a 2% increase 
because they are approaching the top of the range. 
Those top performers are likely used to seeing 
large increases as they’ve been top performers 
throughout their career. And it is because of those 
large increases that they are now approaching the 
top of the range. Here are some points of communi-
cation to help organizations facing these concerns:
 • Communicate and educate that the organization 
considers the size of the paycheck relative to 
market targets (i.e., position in range) to be the 
method of reward for high performance at the 
organization, not the size of the increase. 

 • The actual pay and how it relates to performance 
should be the focus of the pay adjustment discus-
sion, not the size of the increase. This is true 
whether the increase is big or small.

The actual pay and how it relates to 
performance should be the focus of 
the pay adjustment discussion, not 
the size of the increase.
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 • Use stewardship language and not entitlement 
language in all communications. Let the employees 
know that they have earned their way through 
sustained high performance to the top of the range 
and the company is recognizing them for their 
outstanding results.

 • The manager should never express dissatisfaction 
with the organization’s pay system. Far too often, 
managers say, “I would give you more, if I could.” 
All communications need to support the final 
decision, whatever it is. This is not the time for the 
manager to make him- or herself look good at the 
expense of the organization.

Adhering to a pay strategy that has been clearly 
communicated, no matter the strategy, is just as 
important as the strategy itself. Deviations from the 
stated strategy create discontent and mistrust in 
the hearts and minds of employees. Organizations 
operating under an increase-for-performance 
strategy should re-evaluate that strategy and 
consider moving to a true pay-for-performance 
system, where actual pay is the focus and not 
the size of the increase. After all, the size of one’s 
paycheck matters to competitors, not the size of 
one’s last increase. Communicating to employees 
the size of the paycheck that the organization 

uses to connect performance to pay is risky and 
doesn’t help employees overcome the negative 
stigma of a smaller-than-average increase. Finally, 
HR professionals should train managers on how 
to communicate pay increases that align with and 
support the organization’s pay strategy. Following 
these principles should help remove problems 
that often accompany a pay-for-performance base 
pay strategy. 

Dallin Johns, CCP, SPHR, is a results-oriented HR leader with more 
than 20 years of total rewards management experience. He can be 
reached on LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/dallin-johns/. 

Adhering to a pay strategy that has been clearly communicated, 
no matter the strategy, is just as important as the strategy itself.
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E X P E R T  I N S I G H T S

Learn. Share. Enlighten.

Unlock the wisdom of industry experts.

The Expert Insights Web Series covers trending, hot-topic issues that require innovative solutions. 
These sessions are delivered to you online by the profession’s premier experts and practitioners. 
Industry pros — hand-picked by WorldatWork — share their insights and different points of view, 
guide the conversation, dive into the issues facing our field right now, and open the forum for a 
two-way discussion. You’ll sign off with actionable tactics you can deploy right away. If it is being 
covered as an Expert Insight, you need to know about it.

Now offering live and recorded on-demand sessions!
Engage and drive the conversation via a live event session or watch a thought-provoking recorded 
session on your own schedule.

Trending topics include: 

	● Environmental, Social, Governance (ESG) Trends, COVID-19 and their Impact on 
Executive Compensation

	● COVID-19: How to Maintain Your Company’s Culture & Increase Productivity with a 
Remote Workforce

	● Tackling Work-From-Home Burnout in Our Post COVID-19 World

Visit worldatwork.org/expert-insights to start watching now.  
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Guidelines for Effective 
Paid Parental Leave

Investing in 
PARENTS By Dirk Doebler
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Investing in The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically and 
rapidly changed working life for parents all 
over the world. With schools and daycare 
centers suddenly closed, it became common-

place to see young children popping into Zoom calls 
and employees going on mute during virtual meet-
ings to make snacks or referee a squabble. The 
immense amount of unpaid labor required when 
caring for children was, of course, not a surprise to 
any parent — but now it was suddenly front and 
center for everyone else to see. As New York Times 
parenting expert Clair Cain Miller observed, parents 
are now “no longer able to hide the messy realities 
of the work-family juggle.” 

The pandemic has shown more clearly than ever 
that supporting parents and caregivers is critical 
to a successful workforce strategy. However, the 

fact remains that most workplaces do not have 
the expertise or resources to do so effectively. 
Paid parental leave policies are the first place to 
start when creating family-friendly workplaces 
because they’re broadly relevant, regularly used, 
and meaningfully improve career outcomes through 
one of the most common life events. In dozens of 
interviews with HR managers, benefits managers, 
benefits advisers and consultants conducted over 
the past year, we have heard time and time again 
that there is a large knowledge gap around what 
“good” parental leave policies should entail in order 
to improve retention and ROI.

What does it take to craft a paid parental leave 
policy that bolsters both employee well-being and the 
bottom line? Well, one thing is certain: Providing little 
paid parental leave results in negative outcomes and 
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increased costs. A recent working paper out of American 
University on the New Jersey and California state programs 
found that 25% of new mothers with access to state-funded 
paid parental leave still quit their jobs and left the labor 
force after having a child — a retention rate just 5% higher 
than new moms who received no paid leave from the 
government. During the period studied, New Jersey’s program 
provided up to 66% of wages for six weeks and California 
paid 60% to 70% for six weeks, showing policies of partial 
wage replacement for six weeks are insufficient at eliminating 
attrition of new moms.

Parents of new children face emotional, psychological, 
even logistical challenges as they begin the first stages of 
a life-altering event. That’s true for moms and dads. It’s a 
very challenging and stressful period for parents, partic-
ularly for dual-income households. Parents need time off 
unencumbered by the stressors of work to take on these 
challenges and adjust and transition to their new life. 

In the absence of established third-party standards for 
paid parental leave policies, our team has surveyed the 
extensive literature and interviewed dozens of leaders in 

industries from software to environmental engineering, 
as well as parents, to find out what’s working — and what 
isn’t — about current policies. Here are practical answers 
to the questions we hear most often:

How Much Time Off Is Enough?
Many companies can’t offer what the Better Life Lab 
and some pediatricians recommend: six months off for 
each parent. With that amount off the table, companies 
should still strive to offer the longest amount of paid 
time off they can, even if that means offering less than 
100% of pay for a longer duration or implementing a 
shorter length of leave and gradually increasing it as key 

stakeholders grow more comfortable. Sixteen weeks of 
paid time off to new moms and dads really should be the 
realistic goal, even if over time.

Sixteen weeks allows employees to take time off before a 
birth rather than working up until the day of birth, covers 
the six- to eight-week average healing time post-birth 
(remember, someone also needs to care for the child and 
birth mother during the healing process), and provides at 
least a month or more of time to transition after healing. 
While there is no physical recovery, adoptive and foster 
parents face immense psychological and emotional chal-
lenges that require significant time to overcome.

An Organization of Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) study found that 15 weeks of paid 
leave in the United States would increase overall economic 
productivity by 1.1%. Moreover, a few notable examples of 
the impact of 16 weeks: Google saw 50% lower attrition 
after expanding its paid parental leave policy from 12 
to 18 weeks and Accenture saw a 77% drop when going 
from 8 to 16 weeks.

Sixteen weeks is often too long for most companies, partic-
ularly for those offering a paid parental leave policy for the 
first time. So, if starting from no policy, where to begin?

Our recommendation is a minimum of 10 weeks of paid 
parental leave, separate from vacation or sick days. While 
there’s limited data on retention gains at 10 weeks of 
paid parental leave, a metadata review found improved 
health outcomes for every 10-week extension of paid 
parental leave, reducing health expenses and benefiting 
parents and babies alike. 

Add additional paid weeks off over time. For companies 
that can afford it, start with a minimum of 12 weeks 
of paid time off.

How Much Pay Should Be Included?
The average birth costs $4,500 with health insurance 
coverage, and that doesn’t account for all the items new 
parents need to buy for their baby. Yet, a Bankrate survey 
found 60% of Americans would have to borrow money to 
cover a $1,000 emergency. Most households do not have the 
means to take on such a large cost and then forego a signif-
icant portion of one earner’s income for weeks on end and 
then pay for child care. Time off with no pay or too little pay 
forces parents to quit or return before they’re ready.

Organizations should strive to offer at least 75% of pay 
while an employee is on parental leave. Seventy-five percent 
balances company budgetary concerns with employees’ 

Providing little paid  
parental leave results in 
negative outcomes and 
increased costs.
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personal budgetary needs without creating a strong 
financial incentive for moms and dads to return before 
they’re ready. 

Generally, though, it’s better to provide a longer length 
of paid time off at a lower level of pay than a shorter time 
and a higher percent of pay. For instance, eight weeks off 
at 100% of pay isn’t as effective as 75% at 10 weeks even 
though the longer policy costs less to the employer.

Organizations with access to state programs may notice 
those programs don’t offer 75% of pay — a contributing 
factor to the limited retention improvements in California 
and New Jersey as shown in the American University study.

How Should Paternity vs. Maternity  
Leave Be Addressed?
Policies should avoid classifying leave as mater-
nity or paternity leave, even primary or secondary 
caregiver, instead focusing strictly on paid time off 
when an employee has a new child regardless of the 
employee’s gender.

First, policies that provide different amounts of paid time 
off to new moms and dads are illegal. Many, though not all, 
primary-caregiver policies we’ve come across fail to suffi-
ciently resolve this issue by defining the primary caregiver 
in such a way that the birth mother qualifies by default, 
preventing birth fathers from ever becoming the primary 
caregiver. New parents should all receive the same amount 
of time and percentage of pay under a parental leave 
policy. The equal portion of paid time off would qualify as 
“child bonding leave” under Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission regulations.

Companies can provide additional time off to birth 
mothers if the extra time is directly tied to pregnancy 
disability and it’s only for medical reasons. This disability 
leave is in addition to the standard child-bonding leave 
under the rest of the paid parental leave policy.

Providing additional leave for pregnancy disability on 
top of the child-bonding leave isn’t necessary for a paid 
parental leave policy to drive value and morale improve-
ments. However, each pregnancy and birth is different, 
and how the company accommodates the parent back to 
work will play a significant role in retaining that employee 
and keeping them on their career track.

Importantly, any existing medical or disability leave 
policies will also apply to pregnant women if they are 
temporarily disabled because of pregnancy, in addition 
to the child-bonding portion of paid parental leave policy. 

How Do I Make the Case  
for a Better Policy with  
Internal Leaders?
Retain more than 90% of  
new moms instead of 70% or less
As mentioned earlier, about one-third 
of new moms without sufficient paid 
parental leave quit after having a child. Companies 
that increased their paid parental leave to 12 weeks or 
more have reduced new-parent turnover more than 50%, 
and some have seen almost 100% retention, including 
Google, Aetna, Accenture and Adobe.

High utilization and applicability
More than 50% of today’s labor force is under 40 years 
old, the ages at the highest percentage of having a 
child. More than 6% of women under 40 give birth each 
year. Depending on the demographics of an employee 
population, most companies should anticipate an annual, 
long-term average birth rate somewhere between 3% 
to 5% per year. Remember that for most births, adop-
tions and foster-care placements, there’s a partner, so 
the total rate across male and female employees will 
remain between 3% and 5%. As a result, in an average or 
above-average year for some companies, a third of new 
moms quitting could result in 0.5-1% turnover.

Depending on replacement costs, companies can drive 
an ROI on paid parental leave solely through reduced 
attrition of new moms.

Employees pursue family-friendly policies before having kids
A comprehensive study by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research (NBER) found that women with 
young children quit to work for more family-friendly 
companies. Failing to accommodate the needs of new 
and existing parents will directly drive talent to quit. 
For companies that don’t think they need paid parental 
leave because they haven’t had many employees have 
kids, the data imply they are losing talent as prospective 
parents quit to work for more family-friendly companies 
or managers before having their children. Our review 
of a 1,000-employee company found more than a 10% 
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Companies that increased 
their paid parental leave 
to 12 weeks or more have 
reduced new-parent turn-
over more than 50%.

increase in average employee tenure after increasing the 
length of their paid parental leave policy by 10 weeks.

By offering more generous paid parental leave, compa-
nies should see average tenure increase as younger 
employees choose to stay with their current employer as 
they have their children.

Ongoing support is critical to long-term performance
Another comprehensive NBER study of outcomes in the 
United States, United Kingdom, Denmark, Sweden, Germany 
and Austria found consistent reductions in income and 
career attainment for moms despite paid time off in the 
European countries.

Such large declines in output highlight the need for early 
intervention and ongoing support for new moms beyond 
just paid parental leave. While sufficient paid parental 
leave keeps more new moms working, they’ll need support, 
whether that’s emotional (e.g., helping manage feelings of 
guilt for leaving a new child at child care) or logistical (eg, 
accommodating a new schedule to balance work and a new 
child). Communicating and training managers and team 

members on the needs of new parents to create a more 
supportive, understanding and welcoming environment will 
help. It may be worth investing in one of the numerous new 
parent support and accommodation services. 

How Do I Budget for Paid Parental Leave?
While tempting and “easy,” the finance department cannot 
budget for paid parental leave simply by counting it in the 
already-budgeted annual salary expenses. Finance must 
accrue a liability for almost all paid parental leave policies 
like they do for most paid time off policies today. That also 
means deducting from the accruals when an employee 
takes paid parental leave.

Now, how much should the company accrue?
Some online calculators provide estimates. However, 

the creation of actuarial rating tables for our paid 
parental leave insurance come in handy here.

While the cost will vary significantly from year to year, over 
time, the average annual number of employees needing 
parental leave should fall between 2.5% for the lowest 
risk populations to 6% for the highest risk populations, 
depending most on the age of the company’s population. 
Populations with median ages under 35 should expect from 
5% to 6% while those with median ages over 42 should lean 
toward 2.5%. Under an equal paid parental leave policy, 
gender breakdown matters much less than the age break-
down of the population.

Having access to less than eight weeks of paid leave or 
just short-term disability insurance then suddenly having 12 
weeks of fully paid parental leave completely changes the 
incentive structure for younger employees already planning 
to have a child in the coming years. It incentivizes them to 
have children at their current employer rather than quit to 
have them elsewhere with better policies. Importantly, our 
review of companies that meaningfully increased the gener-
osity of their policies saw rates of parental leave taking rise 
after implementing a more generous policy, often starkly in 
the first year after rollout. Budget for a higher-than-expected 
increase in the first two years.

Not Just the Right Thing to Do, but Smart Business
As the extensive literature, and now pandemic, have 
shown, supporting parents and caregivers is critical to 
maintaining output and retention, particularly retaining 
women. Losing employees because they want to have 
children or because they just had a child drives signifi-
cant cost that can be hard to see but is assuredly there.

As companies evaluate their policies and programs, they 
should incorporate and prioritize paid parental leave of 
at least 10 weeks off to new moms and dads, preferably 
more, even if that means substituting it for other ancil-
lary policies for budgetary reasons. No existing ancillary 
policy will likely see a mid-single-digit percentage of 
employees using it annually.

Offering properly implemented paid parental leave 
meets one of the most universally relevant, and greatest, 
needs of employees, driving significant ROI. 

Dirk Doebler is the founder and CEO at Parento. He can be reached on 
LinkedIn at https://www.linkedin.com/in/ddoebler/.
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Take advantage of live and recorded classes today.
worldatwork.org/onlineeducation

Virtual Classrooms
Online classes meet just 
a few hours each day 
providing live interaction 
with instructors and 
colleagues.

E-Learning Education
Self-paced learning with 
120-day access to recorded 
course material so you can 
study anytime, anywhere.

If ever there was a need for Total 
Rewards professionals to enhance 
their skills to better help guide their 
organization’s workforce and to 
support leadership in its business 
goals, it is now. 

Stay on top of your professional 
development – while staying safe –  
with our online learning options.

Helping You Shape Workplaces 
for Today and Tomorrow

Online Education
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SETTING THE BAR

FOR AGILITY AFTER THE PANDEMIC
HIGHER

By Brett Christie, WorldatWork
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The COVID-19 pandemic has flipped 
everything upside down in the world of 
work, but organizations are adapting, 
prioritizing the well-being of their 
employees now more than ever and 
finding a path forward. 

This was the theme of the opening 
keynote at WorldatWork’s “Total Resilience 
Virtual Conference & Exhibition,” July 8 
through Sept. 3, a nine-week virtual event 
centered on how employers are navigating 
a brand-new terrain brought on by the 
pandemic. Scott Cawood, WorldatWork 
president and CEO, led a panel discussion 
among Susan Brown, senior director of 
compensation at Siemens, Kumar Kymal, 
managing director, global head of compen-
sation and benefits at The Bank of New 
York (BNY) Mellon, and Steve Pennacchio, 
senior vice president of total rewards 
at Pfizer Inc. 

Cawood emphasized that the conference 
was focused on the importance of resil-
ience and where organizations are headed, 
noting “we’re much stronger together.” In 
that same vein, Brown said the pandemic 
has brought about a profound change by 
her company and many others. 

“In the past, they often talked about 
the business results, and that whole 
conversation changed with COVID-19 
hitting,” Brown said. “From our global 
CEO in Germany to our local CEO, to 
every message that went out weekly to 
our employees, it started with the health 
and safety of our people.” 

Kymal echoed that sentiment, as he 
said BNY Mellon, a global banking and 
financial services holding company that 
has roughly $1.8 trillion assets under 
management, became laser focused on 
improving the health, safety and well-
being of the company’s employees. 

“We really had a series of program 
changes and rollouts and that hasn’t 
slowed down,” Kymal said. “I’m a little 
bit tired, but I’m really proud of the work 

I’ve accomplished together with my team, 
because we’ve shown that we can make 
a real difference in our employees’ lives 
and how critical and vital a comp and ben 
function is to an organization.” 

Pennacchio provided a unique perspec-
tive to this conversation, as Pfizer, a 
multinational pharmaceutical corporation, 
is currently on the front lines of devel-
oping a vaccine for COVID-19. Pennacchio 
said the company has been focused on 
supporting its employees — including 
those in Wuhan, China, where it’s believed 
the outbreak originated — during this 

trying time, but their top priority is working 
toward producing vaccines and antivirals 
to combat the virus. 

When the panel conversation shifted 
to the topic of agility amid the sudden 
disruption COVID-19 brought on, 
Pennacchio said what’s happening at Pfizer 
and other pharmaceutical companies 
across the globe right now is exhibit A of 
the increased productivity that appears to 
be taking place at many organizations. 

“Vaccines never happen in less than 
five years. We’re expecting to see a 

The crisis has removed previous 
organizational roadblocks in 
getting things done, because 
speed in decision-making was 
and is of the essence.
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vaccine in less than a year — that’s 
unheard of,” Pennacchio said. “All of the 
major pharmaceutical companies are 
working really hard at it, cutting through 
the bureaucracy and doing the testing. 
Most importantly, they have to be safe. 
You cannot rush it and avoid the safety 
aspects — that is paramount.” 

Brown said Siemens, a global manufac-
turing company with a health care division, 
was empathetic with its messaging, which 
centered on the need to adapt to the 
changing circumstances, a tact she said 
led to successful outcomes. 

“We were able to move fast to support 
our customers and in particular to 
support hospitals. We quickly converted 
a manufacturing line from what they 
usually produce to material for hospi-
tals,” Brown said. “There were cases 
when customers needed to get up and 
running and our supply chain group 
moved so fast and collaborated world-
wide to get shipments of materials there 
that would’ve taken six weeks normally 
in less than two. It’s unbelievable the 
speed and agility that we saw internally.”

Kymal said that BNY Mellon has been 
“driving 100 mph on the highway” over the 
past several months and the crisis has 
removed previous organizational road-
blocks in getting things done, because 
speed in decision-making was and is 
of the essence. 

“It has taught us that we can collab-
orate really quickly and effectively and 
can do it while we’re remote. We can be 
agile and can quickly make decisions, 
change decisions and work with our 
partners,” Kymal said. “We’ve broken all 
of the excuses we may have had before 
COVID about how we can get things done 
and how fast we can get things done. 
We were able to get decision-makers on 
board and execute really quickly.” 

“I think we’ve set a high standard that’s 
going to stay with us. The expectation 
is going to be higher going forward, 
because we’ve shown we can do it.” 

Future-Proof Your Recognition 
Programs for Flexibility   
Recognition is a powerful tool at the 
disposal of every organization, but it 
must be utilized properly to achieve the 
desired result of motivating and inspiring 
your workforce. 

Now more than ever, quality recognition 
programs are needed as the COVID-19 
pandemic has tested the overall health 
and well-being of employees. This is why 
employers should revise their programs 
to go beyond traditional length of service 
or “superstar” employee recognition, 
said Debra Corey, chief pay-it-forward 
officer at DebCO HR. 

During her Week 2 session, “Moving 
from High Fives to Claps: Recognition 
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SETTING THE BAR

FOR AGILITY AFTER THE PANDEMIC
HIGHER

in Today’s World,” Corey emphasized 
the need for more frequent forms of 
recognition and gratitude to aid in 
organizational resilience. Corey said that 
in a world where everyone is looking for 
some good news, recognizing even the 
small wins is necessary. 

“The world is so challenging right now,” 
Corey said, “so we really want to savor 
the small wins.” 

Corey, who has been in the rewards 
profession for more than 20 years, 
including a stint at Gap Inc., said this 
mentality should extend to mistakes 
made by employees in the pursuit of 
achievements. This is part of being an 
empathetic organization, she said. 

“If we want innovation to happen, 
we need to recognize people for being 
human and understand that mistakes 
will happen along the way,” Corey said. 

Corey introduced 10 ways recognition 
needs to pivot and change in the future, 
which started with the “why” of your 
recognition program. She noted that 
many programs might not have any 
vehicle to recognize gig workers, which 
could constitute a good proportion of a 
company’s future workforce.  

Recognition programs should also be 
more inclusive in who is doing the recog-
nizing, Corey said. Whereas recognition 
has traditionally come from managers or 
team leaders, allowing employees to call 
out the good work of their colleagues is 
a trend that should continue. 

“Recognition can actually increase 
chemicals in your brain to make us 
happier and more productive,” Corey 
said. “The more people who are out 
there capturing the recognition, the 
better results you will have. Recognition 
will never be successful if it’s not more 
than just manager to employee.”

Corey said it’s important to weave 
recognition in everything you do as an 
organization and this can take different 
forms. One example of this is allowing 
a high-performing employee to run a 
meeting. Ultimately, however, there can 
be a perception of over-recognition, 
which might promote an “everybody 
gets a trophy” culture, which is why it’s 
important for it to be genuine recogni-
tion, Corey said. 

While recognition is known to promote 
employee well-being, engagement and 

productivity, it can also be negatively 
received by employees who don’t enjoy 
the spotlight. Employer HR systems or 
program administrators should capture 
this data on each employee so as to 
cater the right form of recognition for 
everyone in the organization. 

“Everyone doesn’t like recognition in 
the same way,” Corey said. “Know your 
people well enough to know what’s 
going to work for them and make 
sure you’ve got the flexibility in your 
program to do this.” 

Brett Christie is the managing editor of Workspan Daily.

In a world where everyone is looking for some good news, 
recognizing even the small wins is necessary.
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The following article covers four things you should do — and 
four things you should avoid doing — when developing your 
organization’s compensation strategy and aligning it with busi-
ness objectives, workplace culture and HR strategy. 

What You Should Do
1.  Get real about what strategy means. The word “strategy” 

often is overused and misunderstood. For clarity purposes, 
let’s start with understanding what strategy means in a 
business context. Business strategy is management’s game 
plan for strengthening the performance of the enterprise. 
Business strategy is about three key choices: (1) where we 
play; (2) how we win, i.e., what is our market competitive 
advantage; and (3) how we maximize long-term value. A 
compensation strategy should be management’s game plan 
for strengthening the effectiveness of its compensation 

Developing a  
Compensation Strategy
A Practitioner’s Perspective

offering. It should reflect choices the 
management team has made in rela-
tion to: (1) the compensation elements 
they are going to leverage most; 
(2) how they are going to integrate 
their compensation offering within 
the organization, so that they have 
a competitive advantage to attract, 
engage and retain the talent they 
need; and (3) how they will maximize 
long-term value for both the organiza-
tion and its employees. 

2.  Be clear on what you mean by 
compensation. Over the years, the HR 
profession has excelled in coming up PH
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with different terms to describe its pay and benefits offerings 
to employees. Whether you call it compensation, compensa-
tion and benefits, total rewards (based on the WorldatWork 
model or variation thereof), employee value proposition or 
something else, the important thing is to be crystal clear on 
what you mean and consistently communicate it to avoid 
confusing your line managers and employees.

3.  Earn the support of non-HR stakeholders on the merits 
of your compensation strategy. If the development of a 
compensation strategy is done solely by HR, you do not have 
an integrated strategy. The onus may be on the compen-
sation practitioner to develop the strategy; however, for 
your strategy to be relevant to your organization, you will 
need the buy-in of stakeholders from finance and the core 
business departments. Be prepared to modify your strategy 
based on the feedback you receive.

4.  Align and integrate your compensation strategy with the 
organization’s HR & business strategy. The compensation 
strategy should align with and support the HR and business 
strategy. If it is not clear from reading your compensation 
strategy how and where it aligns to both HR and business 
strategy, you do not have a strong compensation strategy. 
Test this alignment at the start of the project and you may 
invariably find that it is a sobering experience to decipher 
and articulate the alignment. 

What You Should Avoid Doing
1.  Overcomplicating your compensation strategy. It can be 

tempting to develop a complex strategy in response to complex 
challenges. Complexity also can be a natural outcome of 
multiple stakeholder reviews unless this process is managed 
tightly. Often, complex compensation strategies do not work as 
they are too hard to effectively communicate and execute. 

2.  Copying another organization’s compensation strategy. 
As stated, one of the three choices that need to be made 
in developing a business strategy is how the organization 
is going to “win.” In compensation strategy terms, this boils 
down to what are you going to do in the compensation space 
that will enable you to attract, retain and engage talent more 
successfully than your competition. All too often, compen-
sation professionals are obsessed with market data at the 
expense of ingenuity or innovation within their own organi-
zations. While it is of value to understand what the market is 
doing, a good compensation strategy will differentiate your 
compensation practices from your competitors. 

3.  Underestimating the level of commu-
nication effort required. For your 
compensation strategy to be fully 
effective it needs to be widely commu-
nicated and understood by employees 
across all levels of your organization. 
Compensation professionals should 
internalize and expect to spend more 
time and effort in the communication 
of the strategy than they did in devel-
oping the strategy. A good test of a 
compensation strategy is how well it 
resonates and makes sense to both 
line managers and employees. 

4.  Failing to keep your compensation 
strategy up to date. To ensure your 
compensation strategy remains 
current with business and talent needs 
over the medium to longer term, it 
will need to be updated and modified 
on a regular basis. A good way of 
doing this is to integrate the review 
of the strategy into the annual salary 
review process so that changes can be 
made if required.

Begin with the End in Mind
Developing a compensation strategy 
is not rocket science. It is, however, a 
difficult process to execute effectively. 
Developing an effective strategy requires 
a myriad of skills from business acumen 
to broad HR knowledge, compensa-
tion and communication expertise, 
and stakeholder management. It also 
requires operational discipline to stay 
the course from initiation of the process 
to stakeholder review/approval and 
communication to employees. Begin 
with the end in mind and ensure your 
organization’s compensation strategy 
differentiates from the competition and 
resonates with your employees. 

Pat Gurren, CCP, GRP, is an independent compensa-
tion consultant. He can be reached via his web site, 
www.gurren.ie or e-mail, pat@gurren.ie.

Pat Gurren, CCP, GRP
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Mary Steele

Mary Steele tied a bow on a long, fruitful and decorated career 
in human resources in April 2020. She was not only a tremendous 
asset to the American workforce — with almost 30 years at 
SunTrust Banks and more than 10 years at Delta Air Lines — but an 
active and vital member of WorldatWork since 1983. Steele served 
on the executive board and faculty, teaching courses on executive 
compensation. Her presence will be greatly missed by the associ-
ation, but her impact undoubtedly lives on.

The path you’ve taken in your career is interesting not just 
professionally, but location-wise. Can you walk us through 
that a bit?
I was born and raised in Rochester (NY). After college I moved 
to Dallas, where I was a flight attendant for three years. I then 
got married and moved to Orlando for 15 years. When I worked 

High Standards: Mary 
Steele, We Applaud Your 
Service to the Profession

at Sun Bank, my job was transferred 
to Atlanta, and I spent 32 years there. 
When I retired from Delta two years 
ago, I moved to Crozet, Virginia to be 
near family. I have enjoyed every place 
that I have lived.

You were the fourth of 11 children. 
Looking back, what did being one of 11 
teach you that you were able to use as 
an adult?
It certainly taught me organizational 
skills and how to manage money. We 
held responsibilities at a very early age 
and were accountable for each other. 
My parents were masters at those sorts 
of skills, so we learned from the best. I 
also learned the importance of relation-
ships. Being one of the middle children, 
I managed to get along with everyone 
in the family. But I also learned to 
bite my tongue and listen. Because of 
that, I realized we may have the same 
objective but might have very different 
approaches to get to that objective. As a 
family, we were very collaborative.

We always had enough people to play 
baseball, that’s for sure (laughing). It was a 
wonderful childhood; I was very fortunate.

So the start of your career. One day 
you’re an airline hostess for Braniff 
International and then five years later, 
you’re a compensation analyst for 
SunTrust Bank. That’s quite a shift. What 
happened in those five years to put you 
on such a divergent path?
(Laughing) As a flight attendant, I ended 
up getting married. It’s why I moved 
to Orlando. I had some wonderful 
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stepchildren and spent a couple years 
as a stay-at-home mom, organizing the 
household and chauffeuring the kids.

I had always planned on getting a 
master’s degree and obtained one from 
the University of Central Florida in guid-
ance and counseling. My first job after 
that was in a counseling center. After one 
year (and a divorce) I knew that this was 
not the field for me. I had worked in the 
business field during high school and 
college, loved it, and wanted to return 
to business.  Someone suggested I talk 
to a friend who worked at Sun Banks 
as a staff psychologist and he might be 
able to give me some advice on how to 
get into the business world. I met with 
him and he hired me! Besides doing 
psychological testing for executives he 
also was in charge of compensation. 
He not only taught me compensation, 
but also the importance of networking 
and mentoring. 

Many people of my generation ended 
up in HR taking very circuitous routes. 

Mary with nephew 
Ty visiting the N. 
Seoul Tower that had 
hundreds of love locks. 

Who Is Mary Steele?
Born: Rochester, NY

Marital Status: Divorced

Family: 

• 10 siblings and spouses

• 28 nieces and nephews

• More than 30 great nieces and nephews

Lives in: Crozet, Virginia (near 
Charlottesville)

Hobbies: Visiting with family, spending 
time at my lake house, reading, traveling, 
volunteering, visiting wineries.

PROFESSIONAL CAREER
Delta Air Lines Inc.

 • May 2007 — April 2018. Director of 
Executive Compensation

SunTrust Banks

 • Dec. 1997 — Dec. 2005. EVP/Chief 
HR Officer

 • Jan. 1994 — Nov. 1997. GVP/Human 
Resources Manager

 • May 1987 — Dec. 1993. FVP/
Human Resources Planning and 
Control Manager

Sun Banks Inc. (sub of SunTrust)

 • July 1985 — April 1987. EVP/Human 
Resources Director

 • May 1980 — June 1985. SVP/
Compensation and Benefits Manager

 • Sept. 1978 — April 1980. 
Compensation Officer

Education
University of Central Florida
MEd, Guidance and Counseling
1975-1977

Nazareth College
BA, Sociology
1966-1970

Schools did not even have classes in 
HR back then. A lot of us in HR were 
lucky or unlucky to have fallen into it. 
I’m lucky. I liked it so much that I never 
changed fields. 

You’ve been a key member of Worldat-
Work since 1983. We know your decision 
to retire was more or less kick-started 
by the coronavirus outbreak, but in your 
own words, why was now “the right time 
to step away?”
Since I’m retired from my career, I am 
not active in the workforce, talking 
to peers, talking to consultants and 
working on executive compensation 
activities. WorldatWork has a very 
high standard for its faculty. I always 
planned on stepping down when I no 
longer felt that I could do a good job. 
When COVID-19 struck, I knew imme-
diately that it would have a dramatic 
impact on executive compensation. 
Since I was not working through the 
impact of the virus at a company, I felt 
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I would not be able to contribute in 
a meaningful way to participants in 
class. It made sense to step down.  
I no longer have the day-to-day  
practical knowledge.

Was it difficult to come to 
that realization?
I’m very practical. That’s one of my 
strengths and one of my weaknesses. It 
was the right decision to make. Am I going 
to miss it? Absolutely. I loved teaching 
and being involved with WorldatWork.  
But I’m 71 years old. It was time.

How much did WorldatWork, in all its 
capacities — teaching, serving on the 
board, writing articles, making presen-
tations, doing all you have — how much 
does the organization mean to you?
My association with WorldatWork  
was a two-way street. I gave a lot  
but received a lot. It was a mutually 
beneficial relationship.

Teaching forced me to stay completely 
up to date in all aspects of executive 
compensation. I got to network and 

meet other experts in the field. So, if 
I had a question not only in my own 
workplace, but out of curiosity, all I 
had to do was pick up a phone and 
I could reach an expert to get their 
thoughts and opinions. 

I love helping others and teaching. 
It gave me a very satisfying role that 
mattered to me when I was having 
some rough days at the office. It was 
personally very satisfying. 

With Delta, you travelled to 60 inter-
national cities. (What a benefit!) 
I’m curious about maybe one or two 
trips that have stood out to you as a 
personal favorite? 
I loved every city and learned so much 
about other people and cultures. 

Cape Town, South Africa in 2009 stands 
out. Part of the reason was because of 
the incredible natural beauty of that part 
of Africa. Also, we had a private guide 
show us around; he was very good at 
explaining their culture and history. My 
sister and I also went on a tour of local 
wineries. It was great.

Left: Mary with brother Mike and wife Jacquie 
arriving in Aruba. 

Above: Mary exploring Dusseldorf, Germany  
in the rain.

Another of my favorites is Barcelona. 
The city is so vibrant and energized. We 
enjoyed wandering down La Rambla and 
seeing the Gaudi architecture.

What’s the day-to-day look like now that 
you’ve retired?
It is a struggle (laughing). I loved to work. 
Loved it. It’s one of my passions.

I walk at least 2 miles every morning, 
usually with someone and have very 
interesting conversations. 

For volunteer work, I work at a food 
pantry here locally called Grace Grocery. 
I work on the distribution of food. That’s 
been very satisfying, but COVID-19 has 
required many changes in how we operate. 

Living in a new place, I’ve needed to meet 
new people. A lot of my neighbors are also 
retired and have had fascinating careers. 
We do some fun things together. We have 
many wineries in my area. I love going to a 
winery with a friend or two, sitting down, 
looking at the Blue Ridge Mountains and 
having a glass of wine. Those wineries have 
been an absolute delight.

How about a bucket list? What’s one 
thing that you’ve always wanted to do?
More than anything I want to be a contrib-
uting member of society, helping my 
family and others until the day I die. 

64

   
|  

 S
ep

te
m

be
r 2

02
0

member 
central



Connect with
Peers Near You

Get Connected! 
worldatwork.org/localnetwork

There is no better way to learn how to design and deliver Total Rewards programs 
in today’s fast-moving business environment. Your WorldatWork Local Network 
group provides the optimal setting for building skills and making connections.

Tap into the knowledge and resources available in your area.

Alabama
Arizona

California
Colorado

Connecticut
District of  
Columbia

Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Kansas

Kentucky

Massachusetts
Michigan

Minnesota
Missouri
Nebraska
Nevada

New Jersey

New York
North Carolina

Ohio
Oregon

Pennsylvania
Tennessee

Texas

Utah
Virginia

Washington
Wisconsin

U N ITE D S TATE S

Alberta British Columbia/Yukon Ontario

C A N A DA

0920_PrintAd_LN.indd   10920_PrintAd_LN.indd   1 8/6/20   1:46 PM8/6/20   1:46 PM



Technological innovation within enterprise systems has come 
in leaps and bounds in recent years, and COVID-19 is only accel-
erating progression. As companies come under pressure to 
acclimate to an ever-changing landscape, the HR function will 
need to be the first to adapt.

Years of fundamental change in work patterns and approaches 
has been compressed into months, increasing the need for 
agile experimentation and innovation. Determining a strategy 
that’s both adaptable and modernized is more critical than ever. 
However, frequently, alternatives demand a comprehensive 
transformation of existing legacy systems — a proposal that is a 
time-consuming, costly, and functionally unrealistic “blocker.”

HR is the area most ready for reform. As COVID-19 restrictions 
start to ease up, HR will be doing the majority of the heavy 
lifting. But returning to siloed systems and relying on frag-
mented data will make adapting to the new normal that much 
harder. Obsolete legacy systems that still rely so heavily on 
manual integrations via spreadsheets within the HR function 
are howling for innovation. And, it’s slowly materializing.

In 2019, organizations raised investment in HR technology by 
29% — bolstering the entire HR technology market by 10%.

The predicament remains that while technological solutions 
certainly exist, the data-driven skill set required to use these 
solutions aren’t typically held by HR professionals. After all, it 
isn’t just outdated tech that needs overhauling. With adaptable, 

HR Pros Are the Unlikely 
Data Scientists in a 
Post-Pandemic World

cross-functional employee skills acting as 
the foundation of future organizational 
design, HR professionals need to up their 
analytics game — spreadsheet skills aren’t 
enough. Because while the function isn’t 
known as a haven for data scientists, the 
drive toward new technology demands 
it becomes one.

HR Will Take the Lead Post-COVID-19
Per the latest People Profession report 
from the CIPD, only 6% of HR profes-
sionals implement advanced analytical 
techniques when making decisions. 
Additionally, a further 37% of respon-
dents use only the most basic HR data. 

Not only did the CIPD study highlight 
the severe lack of analytical skills, but 
it also found that those who were less 
data-driven in their decision-making 
viewed their work as less meaningful.

Fostering a data-driven approach to 
decision-making by enhancing the skill-
sets of HR professionals and harnessing 
technological innovation, organizations 
can increase employee satisfaction and 
reinforce the company’s bottom line. 
Moreover, by fostering data science 
skills within the function, HR not only 
become better people managers, but 
business strategists to boot. 

Of course, when it comes to learning any 
skill, consistency is key. It’s believed that 
the half-life of technical skill is just two 
years, which means in two years, that skill 
is half as valuable. This being the case, 
HR professionals need to continually 
rehash and revise. PH
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The report elaborates upon the importance of HR harnessing 
a data-driven approach, especially within a pandemic where 
productivity, working methods, and the economy as a whole 
have been profoundly affected.

In recent months, organizations have had to make difficult 
decisions, considerably affecting their workforce. However, 
without an appropriate system to quantify siloed data, and with 
a weak analytical approach to data, these critical decisions are 
often based on inaccurate data interpretation and logic. This 
means that judgments have been reached without investigating 
all other viable options. If these decisions include redundancy, 
for example, employees will understandably demand to know 
whether all other alternatives have been thought of and delib-
erated. Without comprehensive central access to accurate data, 
this simple question is impossible to address. 

When cost needs cutting, the knee-jerk reaction is redun-
dancy. However, this isn’t always the most suitable course of 
action. Instead of severing payroll, HR should look to alter-
native means. If ESG is to mean anything, redundancy should 
always be a last resort. By providing comprehensive access 
to total rewards data that’s not limited to fixed compensa-
tion, but bonus, benefits, shares, options, pensions — along 
with the analytical skills to effectively comprehend it — HR  
professionals can more efficiently scrutinize spend across 
the company and come to more complex but achievable cost-
saving solutions based on fact. Particularly in the case of an 
economic shock caused by an unprecedented pandemic, this is 
vital. How tragic it would be for loyal, highly trained and expe-
rienced employees to lose their jobs, leaving their employers 
short of capacity when demand picks up, which might come 
sooner than we think. 

This is a different kind of shock. A V-shape recovery remains 
a possibility. 

Rewarding Performance
The rewards team stands to gain the most from HR’s data-driven 
approach. The fact is, the rewards function already employs 
a data-first method, simply because their role demands it. 

Rewards not only center on the life cycle 
of employees from recruitment to sever-
ance, but on measures of productivity 
and performance as well. This being the 
case, factually accurate total rewards 
expenditure factored on an analytical 
foundation is essential to the rewards 
team — a function deeply connected to 
any organization’s bottom line.

As part of this change in methodology, 
soon, traditional rewards models, fixed 
hierarchies and organizational structures 
and pay grades will be a thing of the 
past. The progress to that coming reality 
has advanced since the pandemic struck.

All too often, organizations are left 
to rely on incomplete global platforms, 
locally procured technology or even 
spreadsheets. This is a vast efficiency 
gap that requires immediate patching, 
especially within global organizations 
that expect consistency, completeness, 
speed of access and accuracy in rewards 
across functions.

Organizations require a central hub to 
procure global total rewards data accu-
rately and efficiently. One that’s regularly 
monitored and leveraged as a single 
source of certainty.

Now is the time to improve the HR and 
rewards function, both in their technical 
approach and their people’s analyt-
ical capabilities.

Ken Charman is CEO of uFlexReward, a consolidated 
HR and rewards data platform providing organiza-
tions with a granular view of their total labor costs 
and a technology framework for managing the work-
force of the future.

Soon, traditional rewards models, fixed 
hierarchies and organizational structures 
and pay grades will be a thing of the past. 
The progress to that coming reality has 
advanced since the pandemic struck.

Ken Charman
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United Kingdom

Most UK Employers Succeeding in Supporting Remote Workers
After several months of working from home, most United 
Kingdom employees feel their employer has done a good job 
supporting them. 

This is according to research by Unipos, which found that 69% 
of the UK employees surveyed have felt supported when tele-
working. The survey of 300 UK employees and managers also 
delved into employee experience, noting that 30% felt remote 
social events helped increase engagement and well-being. 

While UK workers miss some aspects of working in the office 
such as informal chats (70%), sharing ideas (45%), face-to-face 
meetings (43%) and social events (34%), a large portion (79%) 
said not having to commute was a huge benefit of working from 
home. Additionally, two-thirds (66%) said they enjoy having 
greater flexibility, and 53% said they appreciate having more 
family time while working remotely.

Despite the positives, a quarter (25%) of respondents admit 
that their productivity has fallen since working from home, 
while 47% cite lack of communication as an issue. 

“The 2020 experiment with mass remote working has made 
many companies and employees realize that it is possible 
to operate without a central office and that the flexibility it 
brings can be a huge positive,” said Takashi Sato, managing 
director at Unipos.“However, the dangers of isolation are 
clear. Positive collaboration, recognition and increased 
communication are crucial if businesses are to protect staff 
well-being and company productivity.”

Managers surveyed said they have increased communication 
and recognition to keep their remote teams motivated and 
engaged. Having regular calls and video meetings with their 
team (69%) and providing positive feedback (62%) are two 
common measures taken by managers. 

Additionally, 48% of employees found it encouraging to hear 
“we’re all in this together” from their employers. 

Most UK Organizations Offer Mental Well-Being Education  
Most organizations (95%) in the United Kingdom offer 
some form of mental well-being education and support to 
their employees. 

This was a main finding in research from Employee 
Benefits, which revealed that the awareness of — and a 
desire to support — mental well-being has risen up the 
corporate agenda.

Out of the 269 human resources deci-
sion-makers surveyed, 10% said they did 
not offer any form of mental well-being 
support last year, which was down from 
18% in 2018 and 16% in 2017. 

“In line with trends we have seen in 
recent years, the use of digital content is 
now the main way in which respondents 
provide education and support around 
well-being, followed by face-to-face 
communications,” the researchers said. 
“This year, mental well-being is the one 
exception to this, however, given there 
is just one percentage point difference 
between those using printed materials 
and those using a face-to-face approach. 
This may be due to the sample size.”

Employers, the researchers concluded, 
likely use digital content to inform 
employees that face-to-face support 
is available or to provide further 
information to support the help given 
during face-to-face sessions. Counseling 
services or employee assistance 
programs (EAPs) remained the top 
health and well-being benefit, offered 
as a core benefit to all staff by 86% 
of respondents. 

“This has consistently been the case 
since 2004, although the proportion 
of respondents that offer this benefit 
has grown steadily over time,” the 
researchers said. “This is hardly 
surprising given the increasing focus 
on mental health that we have seen 
over the years. On-site health and 
well-being events, and mental health 
champions or first aid training have 
both risen up the list this year to take 
second and third place in the list of the 
most commonly offered benefits.”  

Around the Globe is compiled by WorldatWork staff.
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For more information, visit worldatwork.org/vendordirectory

Find the right 
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Anytime, Anywhere: 
Preparing Your Employees 
for the Next Normal
By Dennis Healy

Making Progress on the  
To-Do List Items
Rarely do such events take place that 
so completely disrupt how individuals, 
communities and commerce operate 
worldwide as has the coronavirus. For 
many employees, the crisis served as a 
wake-up call to not procrastinate when it 
comes to getting important — albeit not 
always pleasant — things done. 

Prior to the pandemic, nearly half of 
Americans older than 55 didn’t have a 
will or estate plan in place, according to 
a study by Merrill Lynch and Age Wave. 
Yet the pandemic’s startling financial 

After enduring an extended period of medical, financial and 
logistical turmoil, companies across the nation have collec-
tively hit the “reset” button on the return to work — and the 
way they do business. Now they face the imperative task of 
evaluating how the coronavirus pandemic will reverberate in 
the professional and personal lives of their employees, for the 
months (if not years) to come. 

The nation’s return to the workplace has been gradual, at times a 
bit trying, maybe even a bit unsettling. In a sense, the pandemic’s 
effects have essentially altered the DNA of company cultures on 
many levels, including how they operate and what work arrange-
ments are best for employees, down to how meetings are held and 
tables are arranged in the breakroom. And it could require a major 
rethinking of the benefits you offer that can help them, especially 
as they face the challenges of the “next normal.” 
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impact and serious health ramifications have prompted 
many employees to take stock of their needs and important 
documents, particularly when it comes to estate planning. For 
example, in the midst of the uncertainty, attorneys and other 
experts specializing in end-of-life affairs saw a surge in requests 
for help with wills and other legal documents. 

Hope Wood, an ARAG network attorney based in 
Des Moines, Iowa, has seen firsthand the change 
in people’s behavior and their actions as a result. 
“At the onset of the pandemic here in the U.S., I 
completed more wills and powers of attorney for 
clients than I had in the seven years I have been 
an attorney,” she said.

It’s important to acknowledge that this may be a new priority 
for many employees today and going forward. As a result of 
the health and wellness concerns brought on by the pandemic, 
they may have come to recognize their own mortality more 
than ever. Perhaps they’ve also realized that the implications 
of not having these important documents can be long-lasting, 
costly and emotionally draining. For example, not having a will 
could lead to litigation among family members or months in 
probate court. Or not having power of attorney for an aging 
parent could preclude you from getting into the hospital if 
something happens — worsening an already stressful situation. 
Now, even those who have wills or legal documents in place 
have been spurred to make updates that better reflect their 
current family and financial situations. 

One small consolation of the pandemic’s impact is that the 
extra time at home helped people make progress on the to-do 
list items that never seem to get done. 

“The pandemic has caused a shift in the priority to get a will 
done if it was already on their list of things to do,” Wood said. 
“The opportunity to have time to complete their will — and 
from a virtual setting — helped them safely take care of this 
task. For the clients I have worked with, the decision to get 
their will done increases confidence and self-efficacy and I 
sense that when talking with them.”  

Expanding the Range of Telehealth Benefits
Speaking of virtual settings, as much as 62% of the U.S. 
workforce worked from home during the crisis. And chances 
are that as the landscape of the workplace continues to be 
reshaped, a percentage of employees will continue to work 
remotely to some degree. This may have a long-lasting impact 
on human resources management in general. When it comes 
to their employee benefits specifically, this remote segment 
— and the employee population at large — will want to be 
serviced in a different way. Companies can best serve those 
remote populations by providing the tools that help them 

easily access services and navigate 
benefit and enrollment decisions. 

For example, telemedicine and remote 
notarization have emerged as increas-
ingly viable and effective offerings. 

That’s largely because 
people have grown 
more comfortable with 
communicating via 
online chat or video-
conferencing, whether 
it’s concerning busi-

ness or personal reasons like their health 
and financial situations. In fact, more than 
half of large employers are planning to 
expand the range of telehealth benefits 
this year to include services such as 
virtual mental-health counseling. 

Plus, people were already comfortable 
with using phones to do everything from 
purchasing airline tickets to ordering 
takeout. Now they want that same level 
of convenience and capability when 
selecting their benefits. An employee 
benefits app — where they’ll be able to 
review benefits options and enroll on 
their phone anytime, anywhere — will 
become much more commonplace as 
companies build more digital experi-
ences for employees. Simply put, it’s not 
just what people are used to, it’s what 
they’ve come to expect in all facets 
of their lives. 

Also, as you look at the emerging 
Millennial population in the workplace, 
they tend to want information and 
guidance as to what the right decisions 
are. And employers are looking to place 
a greater emphasis on the use of new 
technologies to support employee 
decision-making, which will be a critical 
benefits strategy moving forward.

Similarly, people are turning to online, 
intuitive solutions for help. For example, 
here at ARAG we’ve seen a 70% jump in 
estate planning document creation using 
DIY Docs, a document creation tool, from 
March of 2019 to April 2020. In addition 
to wills, downloads of health care power 
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of attorney, HIPAA authorizations and elder care arrangements 
have all nearly doubled over this period. Keep in mind that 
ARAG’s legal plan members have long had access to these 
legally valid documents, so this increased activity is significant.

In These Times of Crisis and Change
In addition to receiving benefits communication in a different 
way, employees may view their personal and family benefits 
needs in a new light as well. Because of the financial and/or 
family-related strain of dealing with the pandemic, people may 
be dealing with complex issues they’ve never encountered. 
These could range from bankruptcy to divorce, child care to 
caregiving matters. For example, the pandemic has heightened 
anxiety levels within families and caused financial stress for 
nearly nine out of 10 Americans. 

Employers can make dealing with these matters easier for their 
workforce by providing them access to wellness programs and 
voluntary benefits that focus on financial planning and education 
along with affordable legal counsel and resources, like those 

offered by legal plans. Through legal insur-
ance, for example, employees can consult 
an attorney who can guide them through 
important steps to address situations in 
life that have turned into a legal issue. 

Offering financial planning and legal 
benefits that make it easier for employees 
to feel better prepared and offer protec-
tion for their family and finances in times 
of crisis and change may be key consider-
ations going forward. And moving forward 
is probably the best course of action 
employees and employers alike can take 
as we all deal with the next normal. 

Dennis Healy is a member of the ARAG executive 
team, with nearly 30 years of insurance industry 
experience, with a primary focus on the sale of group 
voluntary benefit products to employer groups of all 
sizes through the broker and consultant community.
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Every so often someone will make what they believe is a 
startling revelation: “You won’t believe this, but even I feel like 
an imposter sometimes.” Even you? Impossible. Maybe I’m not 
aware that you’ve been working on cancer cures in your garage, 
late into the night, after a long day in the office moving around 
semicolons in Word or decimal points on Excel. Maybe I’ll do 
a Google search that will turn up interviews in the Wall Street 
Journal, Foreign Policy and “Face the Nation” where you describe 
the time you negotiated a truce between warring factions in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 

What they think is a shocking confession is the very definition 
of a humble brag as almost 100% of the time they should feel like 
an imposter. I’m not saying you are an imposter, not completely. 
If you tell me you’re a great parent, esteemed by your colleagues, 
and the best hitter on your beer league softball team, this may 
be accurate, even verifiable. But when someone announces that 
they suffer from imposter syndrome, it is less a confession than 
an announcement, one meant to inspire humility as you gaze up 
at this paragon of scandalously unwarranted modesty. Almost 
invariably, the announcement comes with a helpful explanation, 
as if you’re thrown so off-balance that it requires you to grasp 
onto a branch of steadying reality.  

Here are made-up examples of what the “imposter” is saying 
and what I hear.      
 • The Perfectionist. “Excellence is both my curse and my 
brand.” What I’m hearing: You’re a delusional control freak 
who probably cannot handle even the most delicately 
couched constructive criticism. 

 • The Native Genius. “If I cannot master something immedi-
ately, I’m paralyzed with shame and inadequacy because 

Has It Ever Occurred to  
You that Maybe You Are  
an Imposter?

things have always come so easily to 
me.” What I’m hearing: Your genius is far 
better suited for grander things. (These 
are the “big picture” people who tend 
to remind you that their feet are firmly 
planted 30,000 feet in mid-air.)  

 • The Phenom. “I am humbled every 
day by my brilliant colleagues. I live in 
fear of the day that they realize they 
made a terrible mistake in hiring me.” 
What I’m hearing: These masters of 
the universe saw in my young, brilliant 
self-reflections their young, brilliant 
selves, and despite these humanizing 
pangs of self-doubt, don’t worry your 
pretty little head, I’m fine. 

 • The Solitary Genius. “I cannot bring myself 
to ask anyone for help, even if it means 
I can’t find the men’s room and need to, 
uh, improvise. It forces me to be far more 
resourceful to do my job at the highest 
levels.” What I hear: A smarmy acceptance 
speech from the most widely loathed 
person on the film set: “I’d like to thank all 
the little people for helping me get to where 
I am…but unfortunately I can’t because I did 
it all by myself, thank you no thank you.” 

 • The Expert. “I have an unquenchable 
thirst for knowledge. I need to know 
more than everyone in the room, 
including anyone living or dead who 
might wander in off the streets.” What I 
hear: The smartest person in the room 
sounding like he/she never heard the 
term “anal-retentive.”   

In other words, suffering from imposter 
syndrome is nothing to brag about. 

Charles Epstein is president and founder of BackBone 
Inc. He can be reached at che@backboneinc.com. 
Follow him on Twitter @BackBoneInc. Charles Epstein

79

   
|  

 S
ep

te
m

be
r 2

02
0

NSFW 
a humorous look



The Impact of COVID-19  
on the Future of Work
The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered 37% of 
organizations to accelerate their investment 
in technology and led 26% to accelerate their 
investment in technologies that support 
automation efforts, according to “The Impact 
of COVID-19 on the Future of Work” survey 
(WorldatWork and Greenwich.HR 2020). 

Most of the 523 organizations (84%) 
surveyed in May said service enhancement 
is the most influential reason for investing 
in automation efforts, while 73% cited 
production capacity, 72% quality enhance-
ment and 61% time savings. Fifty-eight 
percent of organizations said both labor 
reliability and financial savings were key 
reasons for investing in automation. 

The survey found that 34% of businesses 
established timelines of how long they could 
survive before making drastic cuts to their 
operations or closing the business altogether.

In general, how has COVID-19 impacted your organization’s 
investment in technology?

Greatly accelerated 
our investment

Accelerated our
investment

About the same 
level of

investment

Decelerated our
investment

Greatly  
decelerated our

investment

n=417

n=78

7%

30%

47%

11% 6%

How influential are the following factors driving the acceleration of your 
organization’s automation efforts?

Service enhancement

Production capacity

Quality enhancement

Time savings

Labor reliability

Financial savings

Not at all influential Slightly influential Somewhat influential Very influential Extremely influential

3%

3%

3%

8%

1%

5%

1%

8%

6%

5%

4%

3%

12%

30%

33%

28%

23%

19%

33%

35%

35%

34%

38%

37%

51%

26%

23%

24%

34%

36%
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Now 
Available

Salary Budget 
Survey 2020-2021

Staying ahead of today’s market 
changes is critical.

Now in its 47th year, WorldatWork’s Salary Budget Survey is the gold 
standard for global insights and benchmarking across all industries. Unlike 
others, our survey data relies solely on input from compensation professionals 
making this survey the most reliable available. 

With data from 19 countries, you find information on base salary increases, merit 
budgets, salary structure adjustments (U.S. and Canada only), promotional 
increases (U.S. only) and variable pay plans (U.S. only). The Online Reporting Tool 
lets you slice and dice this data as needed to create custom reports to compare 
your data against other organizations in your region or industry.

Order today!
worldatwork.org/salarybudgetsurvey

0920-PrintAd-SBS.indd   10920-PrintAd-SBS.indd   1 8/4/20   4:23 PM8/4/20   4:23 PM



Ready to do more with 
your compensation data? 
 
HR professionals can benefit from a single solution that fully 
integrates access to survey data, job leveling capabilities, and 
compensation analytics and design. With Data Interactive, a 
feature set of Willis Towers Watson Compensation Software, 
intuitive technology brings together compensation data, 
software and advisory with just a few clicks.

Learn more at wtwdataservices.com/datainteractive

willistowerswatson.com


