Applying a communications
lens to our four

It is not the strongest
of the species that
survives, nor the most
intelligent that survives.
It is the one that is
the most adaptable to
change, that lives within
the means available and
works co-operatively
against common threats.

Charles Darwin (1809 -1882)

Charles Darwin’s quote about survival being down to the ability to adapt
to change was truly profound – particularly given he said it more than
100 years ago.
From experience, we all know that change has been happening at speed for a while.
But, wow! Now the pace of change is just incredible. It’s relentless. It’s exhausting.
It’s unnerving. But it’s also kind of exciting.
In the work sphere, at least, new ways of doing things have been introduced that were
unimaginable a year or two ago. But with great change comes great uncertainty and
yes… sometimes a great deal of resistance.
With this in mind, we thought we’d take a high-level look at the recently launched
2021 Global Talent Trends (GTT) update (UK edition) through a communication lens.
The four themes set out the change organisations and their workforces will be going
through. And what springs to mind is how intrinsic communication will be to the
success of every single initiative undertaken.

#1 Focus on

Identifies how we can work together
to ensure people thrive now and
in the future. Out of all the trends,
this one in particular shines the
light on the ESG (environmental,
social and governance) agenda;
essentially organisations doing
what is right for a progressive
society. Having a meaningful
purpose, being sustainable
and responsible.

Our GTT 2021 report says that
responsible business is a strong avenue
for change, with 53% of organisations
embedding ESG goals into their wider
transformation agenda. In the UK, 73%
of companies say they are tying ESG
goals to their purpose.

Great! But do employees know what
those three letters stand for; never mind
understand how these ‘letters’ are driving
organisational change, or what they can
do to contribute?

One way for organisations to address this lack of knowledge is to
develop and articulate a compelling narrative that can be woven into
messaging and communications. The narrative should explain the
organisation’s ‘What’, ‘Why’, and ‘How’. It should paint a picture that
helps stakeholders understand why this matters to them and how they
can be active participants. The aim is to be authentic; to show progress;
and to inspire and guide action.
Sitting alongside this narrative, organisations
should create a one-page visualisation of their
ESG strategy. Boiling this, typically complex,
information down to a clear, easy to understand,
attractive format is important for engagement. It
also shows clarity of thought.
Externally, this clarity of thought reinforces the
organisation’s core purpose and demonstrates
how its actions match its intentions. Internally,
it gives employees a clear vision of what they’re
working to achieve, which is incredibly motivating
and self-fulfilling.
Of all the stories an organisation can tell, ESG
is probably one of the most important. This is
because purpose, sustainability and responsibility
are all becoming increasingly important to today’s
better-informed and socially conscientious talent
pool. So, as these efforts continue to grow, taking
a strategic and comprehensive approach to
communications, and enlisting the support of
employees, is incredibly powerful.

Here are a few suggestions of what
organisations can do:
1.

Find ways to share ESG information in their
annual report with internal audiences, not
just investors and external stakeholders.
For example, create an animated video to
help tell a conceptual story, put bite-sized
information and data alongside humaninterest stories in an interactive pdf, or use
an infographic to tell the story in numbers.

2.

Create a section on the intranet or a microsite
to profile stories of employee participation,
company focus and action. Use a mix of
content type to engage audiences (e.g. video,
podcast, written content, photomontage,
etc.). Update the content regularly to
show progress and tangible results, and to
celebrate successes!

3.

Establish and actively cultivate a storytelling
programme to reinforce commitment to ESG
issues encouraging contribution from all
levels and areas of the business. Use internal
channels such as blogs, video-logs, internal
social media channels and town halls.

#2 Race to

Looks at transforming the workforce for a new
world economy. Key to this is the creation of
skills-based talent strategies that focus on
quantifying the value an employee brings,
as well as building future capability.

Looking at work and people through
a skills lens means that organisations
can adapt quickly in the face of future
shocks, flexing their business and talent
models. This is something that our GTT
2021 report says is increasingly seen as
a key competitive differentiator.

To minimise resistance to the reskilling agenda, it’s crucial to take
a proactive, strategic communication approach that addresses this
uncertainty. As with any change, defining and articulating a clear vision
of the future into which employees can place themselves is vital.
Delivering a mix of communication to inform, equip and enable the various different
audience groups is also important. But getting employees ‘on board’ needs a sustained
commitment – and this is done through engagement. Two-way communication channels
and digital tools allow leaders and HR to listen, as well as encouraging employee
participation and co-creation.
Here are a few examples of ways to encourage participation and engagement:
1.

Reskilling is good news, particularly in light
of the Bank of England’s recent suggestion
that ‘pandemic era’ unemployment levels
could rise as high as 10% by the summer.
Yet the idea of reskilling brings uncertainty
and even alarm for most people –
particularly those more established in
their careers. And in the absence of strong,
consistent communication, the rumour
mill will go into overdrive, creating an
environment of fear, confusion and
ultimately resistance.

2.

Create online communities and channels
where employees are encouraged to discuss
openly and exchange information and
ideas around future skill requirements and
ways in which they are developing their
capabilities. In parallel, this provides a great
opportunity for leaders and HR to listen to
what employees are saying and thinking;
identifying any concerns that need to be
addressed and ideas that could be replicated.
Establish a cohort of Champions (leaders
and employees at any level and in any
role or function, who are naturally growth
oriented) to act as role models. Equip and
empower them to have conversations
with colleagues around the opportunities
afforded by reskilling.

3.

Make L&D and personal growth a recurring
agenda point in all team meetings and town
halls, so it becomes second nature. This will
help individuals understand what a growth
mindset is, while providing real-life examples
from ‘early adopter’ colleagues on how to
cultivate one.
… And capture these real-life examples in
video case studies, blogs, podcasts, reportage
photo story, TED-style talks, webinars etc.

#3 Sense with
Focuses on the use of artificial intelligence and data, and
the continued need for human intuition and intervention.
This could be in relation to the move to automate low-value,
repetitive tasks in favour of empowering employees to work
on value-creation activities. Or the use of data and analytics
to remove bias and ensure fairness and transparency in
decision-making.

We have looked at
this trend from two
perspectives, as a ‘threat
to me in my work’,
and as an ‘enabler to
communications’.

Taking ‘threat’ first – AI and data are scary because most of us don’t understand them.
We hear news stories forecasting massive job loses as we’re ‘replaced by robots’. This
understandably causes anxiety and fear. But what AI and data mean to me, in my job, is
something organisations don’t often discuss openly with their employees.
Progressive companies will develop a strong and reassuring
narrative, with supporting messages that equip leaders
and managers to have these conversations. The narrative
should be fact-based and outline the positive business
and human change AI/using data brings, as well as the
risk of not changing. While this may not form part of the
overarching corporate narrative, it’s important for leaders
and managers to understand and be able to address the
fears and concerns of their teams. And obviously, where a
bigger change is being implemented, resulting in reskilling
or outplacement, a strategic change communication
approach and plan is required to help those impacted
through the change journey.
Turning to AI and data as an ‘enabler’ – this is where we
(those who specialise in employee communications) get
excited! In the same way that leveraging AI and data can
offer more personalised and inclusive benefits, it can also be
used effectively to deliver communication that drives action
and enhances the employee experience.
Nowadays, employees expect their interactions with their
employer to replicate the relationships they have with
consumer brands. This means communications that are
intuitive and easy to access and consume; that are attractive
and standout; are personal and relevant, engaging and
emotional; and that arrive at the very point in time I need to
make a decision. Too early, or too late and it’s a waste of effort
and investment. The use of AI and data can do all of this, when
integrated into a strategic communication plan.

Examples of personalised communication
using AI and data include:
1.

Develop a campaign of emails that help to nudge action
in a particular direction. Our data shows that personalised
‘calls to action’ convert 202% better than default calls
to action.

2.

Use personalised videos to create impact. Combining
behavioural science and technology, these are proven to
increase engagement levels and help ensure employees
value and appreciate the benefits they receive. The use of
these targeted, personalised tech-based communications
by our clients in the UK has resulted in 65% of individuals
watching their personalised video, with 45% clicking to take
action after viewing.

3.

Build an online platform that helps organisations bring
together complex data, creating a complete picture of the
value of an individual’s total rewards. A great incentive for
retention of talent.

#4 Energise the

Looks at ways organisations can inspire and invigorate
their people by redesigning the employee experience
at work.
Over the last 12 months, we’ve probably all felt
overwhelmed or out of control at one point or another.
We may have been ill or incessantly worrying about family
and friends becoming ill. We may have been supporting
partners who have lost jobs or home schooling children
while trying to present to clients! And where we may
have tried to balance work with a home life, it’s most
likely ended up with an entirely blended approach
– but one that’s often been weighted towards work.

Employee experience covers so much we couldn’t possibly hope to cover everything here.
So instead, we’ve pulled out a few points from the GTT 2021 report and provided examples of
how communications can help energise the experience during these difficult times:

The risk for organisations
in all of this is that
engagement, productivity
and performance all
decrease when people
are not happy – and let’s
face it, has anyone been
properly singing-outloud and jump-inthe-air happy since
23 March 2020?

1.

Wellbeing. It’s true that many companies have
responded well to the pandemic and its impact on
their employees’ mental and physical health, with
renewed vigour to develop meaningful wellbeing
strategies. But without a concerted effort to
communicate, these initiatives will fail to create
impact or value for employees, or deliver a return
on investment to organisations.
Creating a dedicated communication plan to provide a
constant drip feed of eye-catching content will help raise
awareness and understanding of the benefits being
provided as well as how to access them. This ‘inform’
style communication should be reinforced with tailored
support for leaders and managers to equip them for
conversations around topics that were previously too
sensitive for a work environment.

2.

Redesigning HR processes for a remote work
experience. This could relate to anything from an
update to policies and practices (e.g. flexible working
and leave) to a new process for virtual onboarding, or
the introduction of new and dynamic ways of working
(e.g. self-serve). In any case, change needs to be
communicated in a way that employees can understand,
engage, and take action as required.

Larger scale, future looking change that require
sustained commitment will need a clear vision and
narrative delivered through a communication strategy
and plan that engages through two-way dialogue. While
more immediate change will require communication
that informs, with the goal of ensuring rapid compliance.
3.

Listening and adapting to employees’ needs,
particularly around the moments that matter.
One of the most important aspects of communication
is the ability to listen and to adapt to ensure goals
are achieved. Using data and insight when conceiving
and evaluating communications ensures an intelligent
approach that goes to the heart of employee
experience. It shows that employees are heard, valued
and respected.
When this type of collaborative approach is combined
with channels and tools that encourage participation
and co-creation, organisations are well positioned for
change success.

The four GTT themes that we’ve explored set out a future of exceptional organisational and workforce change. The question
leaders need to ask themselves is, “How can we create an environment in which our people are invested, empowered,
stretched and curious?”
Of course, communication isn’t the whole solution – but it is a huge and intrinsic part of the solution. Any change – whether large or small – needs considered
and ongoing communication to ensure it lands successfully. (See below some stats that support this pov…)
Change is emotional. We all respond in our own way, in our own time. Communication strategies and plans that consider this are the ones that are most likely
to succeed, because they help employees to adapt. After all, as we all know, and as Mr Darwin so astutely put it, the ability to adapt is the key to survival.
And I’ll leave you with a few stats from a Harvard Business Review study…

62%
50%

of change initiatives fail due to poor communication
fail due to lack of understanding of the purpose of
the change

70%

of change programmes fail to achieve their goals,
largely due to employee resistance and lack of
management support (McKinsey)

Only

of executives say their companies are ‘excellent’ at
aligning employees’ goals with corporate purposes
(Deloitte)

54%

fail because of insufficient leadership and support

23%

42%

fail because of a lack of buy-in

44%

of employees feel that managers don’t provide clear
information about the company’s vision (IBM)

72%

of employees say they don’t have a full
understanding of the company’s strategy (IBM)

33%

of employees said a lack of open, honest
communication has the most negative impact on
employee morale (Recruiter magazine)

And,
finally...

of HR managers believe poor communication is at
the center of most employee morale problems; and
38% say that communication is the most effective
way to counter low employee morale (Accountemps)

33%
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