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What does “good” look like in 2020? What does 
it mean to meet or exceed expectations when so 
many of our expectations have been shattered? 
In a time of unprecedented disruption, how 
do you assess an employee’s work in a way 
that is fair, accurate and beneficial to both the 
employee and the organization? 

Many HR leaders and line managers are 
struggling to answer these questions as they 
prepare for performance review season. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has touched the work lives 
of employees around the world through job 
losses, furloughs, new workplace safety concerns 
and sudden transitions to remote work. Many 
organizations have had to rethink their strategies, 
and even their business models, shelving plans 
for growth to focus on survival instead. Some 
employees have struggled with these chaotic 
changes in the work environment, which in 
many cases required them to take on new 
responsibilities or entirely new roles. 

Evaluating employee performance in these 
conditions is exceptionally difficult. The 
pandemic has taken a toll on employees’ mental 
health and well-being. Working parents, whose 
children have been unable to go to school, 
have had to cope with a greater daily burden of 
child care. Performance assessments must take 
into account the extraordinary circumstances 
in which most employees have had to 
work this year.

And what about the employees who have gone 
above and beyond to help their organizations 
survive and recover from the disruption? 
Organizations will want to recognize the 
work these employees have done, but the 

COVID-19 recession has left less room in many 
organizations’ budgets for variable incentives. 
HR leaders and heads of total rewards will need 
to find cost-effective means to express the 
organization’s appreciation for these outstanding 
employees. Also on the rewards side, the 
pandemic and its knock-on effects are changing 
what benefits employees need and value most.

In recent months, the racial justice movement 
in the U.S. and other countries has also brought 
new attention to issues of diversity, equity and 
inclusion in the workplace, especially the lack 
of diversity in leadership roles. As HR leaders 
reimagine performance management and 
other talent processes this year, they must also 
consider how to make these processes more 
equitable and remove barriers to advancement 
for underrepresented talent.

This issue is dedicated to helping HR leaders 
navigate this year’s challenges in assessing, 
discussing and rewarding employee 
performance, but these challenges will not 
expire in 2021. In an increasingly fluid business 
environment, the way organizations set 
employee performance goals and measure 
progress must also become more dynamic. Total 
rewards strategies that respond to changing 
employee needs and concerns will continue 
to distinguish employers of choice. The need 
to address structural biases and barriers to 
leadership diversity will only become more 
visible and urgent. The HR leaders who succeed 
at managing the challenges of 2020 will be 
better positioned to handle those still to come.

Editor’s Note
By Brian Kropp and Lauren Romansky
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The COVID-19 pandemic 
has forced employees to 
perform in new and difficult 
ways. At the same time, 
some organizations are 
facing shrinking merit and 
incentive budgets. HR leaders 
must rethink how they 
reward performance during 
this disruption to continue 
improving operational 
excellence.

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed everything, 
including the rewards and recognition that 
HR leaders can offer employees. Our previous 
research has found to drive engagement, HR 
leaders should reward large differences in 
performance with large differences in pay. For 
instance, by rewarding top contributors with 
twice the short-term incentive (STI) payouts 
of core contributors and three times the merit 
increases, HR leaders can boost engagement by 
up to 11% and revenue by $1,040 per employee.1

Differentiating merit and incentive payouts is 
already difficult under regular circumstances. 
The cost reduction measures resulting from the 
pandemic will make it even harder. For instance, 
as of July 2020, 40% of organizations expected 
2021 merit budgets to decrease or decrease 
significantly over the next three to six months.2 
Nearly one in three organizations (32%) predict the 
same for 2021 STI budgets before the year is out.2 

Rewarding 
Performance 
During the 
COVID-19 
Pandemic
By Ben Szuhaj
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Figure 1. Steps for HR Leaders to Reward Performance During Disruption

Source: Gartner

Only 2% of organizations anticipate STI budgets 
increasing, and no organization anticipates merit 
budgets increasing.2 

Furthermore, even if an organization has not 
reduced or does not anticipate reducing variable 
compensation budgets, it may still be difficult to 
plan for 2021 compensation decisions due to the 
uncertainty caused by the pandemic. For most 
organizations, the strategy from April 2020 to 
July 2020 was to “wait and see” when it came to 
planning for 2021 compensation.3

Given the uncertainty caused by the pandemic 
and the possibility of shrinking merit and 
incentive budgets, HR leaders should take the 
following four steps to ensure rewards help 

drive employee engagement and improve 
the organization’s operational excellence 
(see Figure 1): 

Review how they are measuring performance 
and adjust targets, if needed, to reflect the 
current situation.
Use alternative rewards to recognize 
employee contributions on an ongoing basis 
leading up to 2021 compensation decisions.
Create scenario plans for 2021 compensation 
decisions to prepare for the full spectrum of 
economic outcomes, including potentially 
smaller budgets.
Support and recognize new and returning 
employees throughout recovery.

Review performance targets 
and adjust, if needed, to 
reflect new reality of work.

Support and recognize 
performance of new 
and returning employees 
throughout recovery.

Recognize employee contribution 
through ongoing alternative 
rewards leading up to 2021 
compensation decisions.

Scenario-plan for 2021 compensation 
decisions to prepare for full spectrum 
of economic outcomes, including 
potentially smaller budgets.

HR Leaders Monthly | September 2020 5



Align Performance Targets  
to the New Reality
For many employees, the pandemic has altered the 
location and volume of their work. Furthermore, 
some organizations’ business objectives have 
shifted. Thus, HR leaders must review how they are 
measuring performance against targets and adjust 
the targets to match the new reality. As of July 
2020, 22% of organizations are resetting internal 
targets; 16% are adjusting their guidance; and 9% 
plan to evaluate year-end performance against 
peers instead of fixed dollar amounts (see Figure 2). 
Still, 29% have not adjusted targets and will instead 
adjust incentives if businesses miss their targets.

HR leaders should also consider performance may 
look different during and even after the pandemic. 

For some employees, such as those taking care 
of children while working, the new reality of 
work may have a greater impact on their ability 
to meet the performance targets set before the 
pandemic. Furthermore, in the new reality of work, 
certain behaviors traditionally indicative of high 
performance may need to be updated. 

For example, “meticulously executes established 
plans” may become a less important indicator of 
performance than “reacts quickly to changes in 
the work plan.” For some organizations, behaviors 
and competencies may already be established in 
a way that adequately reflects the behaviors and 
competencies indicative of high performance 
in the current environment. But all organizations 
should align performance measurements to the 
new reality of work. 

Figure 2. Q: “Is COVID-19 Impacting the Way You Set  
or Manage Performance Against Annual Targets?”
Percentage of Organizations, Multiple Responses Permitted

n = 90 (April); 111 (May); 55 (June/July)
Source: April 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey, May 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey, June/July 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey
Note: Percentages do not sum to 100% as each organization was allowed to select more than one response.

April 2020

May 2020

June/July 2020

Yes; we are resetting internal targets  
(i.e., reducing the degree of stretch  

in internal targets).

23%
17%

22%

Yes; we are adjusting our guidance  
(i.e., resetting external targets).

18%
16%
16%

Yes; we will evaluate year-end  
performance against peers instead of 

against fixed-dollar-based targets.

2%
5%

9%
No; our internal and external targets remain 

unchanged; we will adjust incentives at 
year end if businesses miss their targets.

14%
24%

29%

No; we are not changing the way we set or 
manage performance against annual targets.

14%
32%

9%

Don’t know
36%

14%
20%

0% 20% 40%
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Recognize Employee 
Contributions Through 
Ongoing Alternative Rewards
Given that employees’ desire for recognition 
increases during times of uncertainty, HR 
leaders who are able to recognize contributions 
throughout the pandemic could see an 
increased impact on engagement from the 
recognition they provide. Rather than wait for 
annual pay decisions to recognize performance, 
HR leaders should leverage alternative rewards 
vehicles to recognize performance on an 
ongoing basis. For example, from April 2020 
to July 2020, many organizations offered or 
planned to offer new special incentives to 
on-site employees (see Figure 3). 

HR leaders should offer incentives to remote 
employees as well, especially given that remote 
employees are often more productive than on-site 
employees. Yet remote employees are almost 
twice as likely to receive corrective feedback and 
33% more likely to leave the organization.5

While recognition with a monetary reward can 
increase performance by 9%, nonmonetary 
recognition can still increase performance by 
3.2%.4 Therefore, HR leaders should expand 
their special incentives programs to include the 
three nonmonetary recognition vehicles with 
the largest impact on performance: live awards 
ceremonies (1.7%), informal recognition (1.6%) 
and mentions in companywide newsletters 
(1.6%), all of which are likely to remain effective  
in the remote work environment.5

n = 71 (April); 99 (May); 49 (June/July)
Source: April 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey, May 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey, June/July 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey
Note: Organizations not offering special incentives are not shown on this graph. For April, “other” includes internal recognition awards, paying overtime rates for hourly 

employees, employees working reduced hours but receiving full pay and covering health benefits for furloughed employees. For May, “other” includes double overtime 
and gift cards. For June, “other” includes recognition awards and work from home bonuses. Additionally, percentages do not sum to 100% as each organization was 
allowed to select more than one response.

Figure 3. Q: “Have You or Are You Planning to Offer Incentives  
to Employees Working On-Site During the COVID-19 Pandemic?”
Percentage of Organizations With On-Site Employees

0% 10% 20%

Yes; hazard pay as a percentage  
of base compensation

Yes; hazard pay at a flat rate 

Yes; one-time bonus

Yes; spot bonuses

Yes; reoccurring bonuses  
(i.e., weekly, monthly, etc.)

Yes; benefit incentives  
(free child care, meals, etc.)

Other

7%
6%

18%
14%
14%

12%
7%

16%
16%

7%
13%

6%
4%

5%
8%

3%
7%

10%
10%

5%
4%

April 2020

May 2020

June/July 2020
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Furthermore, recognition for leadership and high 
performance have the biggest impact on employee 
engagement. Both behaviors are likely on display 
as employees work in unprecedented ways to cope 
with the pandemic. HR leaders have an opportunity 
to consistently recognize high-impact employee 
accomplishments to drive engagement. 

Scenario-Plan for 2021 
Compensation Decisions
To mitigate uncertainty and prepare for 2021 
compensation decisions, HR leaders should create 
a series of scenario plans to reflect the three most 
likely economic outcomes: budgets unchanged, 
budgets partially reduced and budgets fully reduced 
(i.e., no payouts). HR leaders should lay out the 
criteria for who — if anyone — would receive a 
payout, how payouts would be differentiated and 
how they would be communicated.
In the months leading up to 2021 compensation 
decisions, HR leaders should begin communicating 
possible scenarios to employees to shift their 
assumptions about pay and set pay expectations 
early. HR leaders should solicit employee feedback 
to understand how pay expectations differ from 
reality and address those gaps through two-way, 
empathetic dialogue with employees. Lastly, HR 
leaders should prepare relevant stakeholders,  
such as HRBPs and managers, to communicate  
to individual employees under each scenario.

HR leaders should create a series  
of scenario plans to reflect the three 
most likely economic outcomes: 
budgets unchanged, budgets partially 
reduced and budgets fully reduced.

Support and Recognize 
Performance Throughout 
Recovery
HR leaders should continue to assess how they 
might shift investments to drive operational 
excellence as they move from the response 
phase of the COVID-19 pandemic into the 
recovery phase. The percentage of organizations 
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70%
71%

69%
36%

33%
25%

28%
26%

24%
23%
23%

15%
23%
23%

16%
18%

16%
20%

9%
16%

7%
17%

14%
7%

49%
50%

53%
22%
21%

38%
7%

5%
11%

2%
2%

4%

undertaking or planning to undertake all but 
one HR-owned cost-saving measure declined 
from April 2020 to July 2020, while investment 
to drive operational excellence increased in all 
but one category (see Figure 4). This indicates 
a willingness on behalf of organizations to 
increase HR spend gradually as the recovery 
phase continues.
As the recovery phase continues, HR leaders 
should continue to support and recognize 
the performance of employees who have 
functioned at unprecedented levels during the 
pandemic. But as organizations return employees 

from furlough, take on interns and hire new 
employees, HR leaders should also recognize 
that the workplace changes current employees 
have had time to acclimate to will be sudden 
changes for this group. As such, they may require 
more support. Furthermore, as many employees 
in this group will have experienced a furlough, 
had an offer rescinded or been laid off, they 
may be more eager to demonstrate value to the 
organization and less confident the organization 
values their contributions. HR leaders should 
ensure the organization recognizes the 
contributions of this group to drive engagement.

Figure 4. Q: “In Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic, What Measures  
Has Your Company Taken or Might It Take in the Next Three Months?”
Percentage of Organizations, Multiple Responses Permitted

n = 90 (April); 111 (May); 55 (June/July)
Source: April 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey, May Gartner 2020 Compensation Watch Survey, June/July 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey
Note: Percentages do not sum to 100% as each organization was allowed to select more than one response.

Cost 
Reduction  
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Investment 
to Drive 
Operational 
Excellence

Reduce or Freeze Hiring

Reduce Training Budgets

Reduce Workforce With Layoffs

Rescind Intern/Graduate Offers

Reduce Executive Pay

Introduce New Tools  
for Virtual Meetings

Introduce Involuntary Furloughs

Drive Efficiency Through  
HR Operating Model Changes

Reduce HR Technology Budgets

Introduce Virtual Logging/Clocking In 
and Out Time on Remote Working Days

Reduce, Stop or Defer 401(k) Payments

Introduce Written Individual Daily  
Report on Remote Working Days

April 2020

May 2020

June/July 2020

0% 40% 80%
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Decisions This Year Will Have 
Long-Term Impact 
Because employees will remember how they 
were treated during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
effectively recognizing and rewarding employees 
for their contributions will have consequences 
for your employer brand for years to come. To 
this end, HR leaders should ensure performance 
targets make sense given the new reality of work 
so employees feel their performance is being 
evaluated fairly. Furthermore, given the possibility 
of shrinking merit and incentive budgets, HR 
leaders should begin leveraging effective 
nonmonetary rewards to drive engagement. 
In particular, HR leaders should recognize the 
contributions of new and returning employees, 
many of whom will be eager to make an impact 
and may doubt the organization understands 
their worth. Additionally, HR leaders should 
scenario-plan for 2021 compensation decisions 
and begin communicating the various scenarios 
to employees early to set pay expectations and 
drive perceptions of fairness.
Change is never easy, but the new reality of 
work presents an opportunity for organizations 
to frequently recognize high-impact employee 
accomplishments and update how they measure 
and reward performance to better fit the new 
reality. Rethinking recognition in the context of this 
disruption allows organizations to continue driving 
engagement and increasing operational excellence, 
leaving them better positioned for recovery.

1 2016 Gartner Pay for Performance Employee Survey
2 June/July 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey
3 June/July 2020 Gartner Compensation Watch Survey
4 2020 Gartner Workforce Responsiveness Survey, 2020  

Gartner Feedback Mini Run
5 2019 Gartner Employee Preferences Survey
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After a year of disruption, performance review conversations 
will be even harder for managers to navigate this year. HR 
leaders can review this article to learn about five ways they 
should start preparing managers now to lead these important 
conversations.

Start Preparing 
Managers for 
Challenging 
Performance 
Conversations
By Blakeley Hartfelder

Over the past six months, most employees 
have experienced disruptive changes in where 
and how they work as well as what kind of 
work they do. Talent management leaders have 
already begun making decisions about how to 
adjust performance reviews to better reflect 
and recognize the type of performance needed 
today. Making any kind of change to performance 
reviews will also require preparing managers to lead 
year-end performance conversations differently 
and handle challenging employee reactions.  

Even in the best, most stable times, managers 
struggle with year-end conversations, so 
preparing them early will be a critical step in 
getting the most value out of these conversations 
and driving performance into 2021. 

High-quality performance 
conversations increase employee 
performance by up to 20%.1
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Here’s how to start today:

Help Managers Understand 
Changing Context
The disruption caused by COVID-19 has 
fundamentally changed business strategy for 
many organizations. Managers will need to 
understand this changed business context 
to assess and communicate how employees 
have contributed to business success during 
performance reviews. If managers are 
confused about strategy changes, they will 
struggle to explain how and why employees 
have been given a specific performance 
rating or assessment. They will also fail to 
help employees see the connection between 
their performance and the broader business. 
HR should work with the communications 
and strategy functions to create a consistent 
narrative of how the business strategy has 
changed and what this means for individual 
business units and teams. Managers can then 
process this and share with employees. A good 
narrative will address:
• What is the change in strategy? 
• What kinds of contributions and behaviors are 

needed to support this strategic shift? How do 
those differ from what was needed prior?

• Why was this strategy chosen?
• How will the changes and new strategy be 

implemented, keeping in mind the restrictions 
due to COVID-19?

• When will the initiatives be implemented? Will 
there be any near-term changes, or will change 
happen over a longer period?

If changes to business strategy are also 
prompting changes to the performance review 
process (e.g., assessment criteria used, number 
of calibration sessions), HR leaders should 
also plan to communicate these changes 
and the reasons behind them to managers 
as soon as possible. This information will be 
another important piece of context to help 
managers explain performance review decisions 
to employees. 
Instead of just communicating changes to 
managers, the best HR functions will encourage 
dialogue among managers about the changes. 

 12



Table 1. Topics for Managers to Start Discussing  
With Employees Before Year-End Reviews

Source: Gartner

Potential Area for Misalignment Topics for Managers and Employees to Discuss Now

Goals: “I didn’t have any idea what I 
should be working on since COVID-19, 
so how can you assess  
my performance?”

• What questions do you have regarding recent 
communication about our business strategy?

• Are there new priorities that have emerged?  
How will we plan for and document these goals?

• What targets do we need to adjust?

Contributions: “I was doing a lot of 
work, but it just is not reflected in my 
goals. Was I really focused on the wrong 
work this whole time?”

• What did you accomplish this past week, 
month or quarter?

• What do you feel most proud of?
• How are you contributing to the business outside  

of stated objectives?

Personal Circumstances: “I had a lot 
of personal challenges this year. I don’t 
think it is fair to assess my performance.”

• How are you managing balancing professional  
and personal demands?

• How are you adjusting to working remotely/new 
work conditions?

Challenges and Needs: “My 
performance was out of my hands this 
year. There is no way I could have met 
my goals.”

• Is there anything I can do to support you?
• Are you getting the support you need from 

your peers? Is there anything we can be doing 
differently as a team?

• Are you encountering new barriers in your work? 
What can we do to make sure you’re successful?

Dialogue among managers will alert HR to 
unforeseen challenges that might arise from 
a new process and help managers learn best 
practices for communicating (and  
implementing) the process from one another. 

Don’t Wait: Encourage 
Managers to Start the 
Conversation Now
Managers don’t need to wait to discuss 
performance until the year-end performance 
review. Starting discussions now with 
employees will create alignment between 
managers and their direct reports and make 
year-end conversations much smoother. 
Regular communication will also help keep 
employee performance on track and address 
challenges impeding performance.  

Our research shows frequent, informal manager-
employee performance conversations can 
increase performance management utility by up 
to 19%.2 Conversations can, and should, focus 
on areas where managers and employees are 
potentially misaligned (see Table 1).

Provide a Frame to 
Personalize Conversations
No one-size-fits-all performance conversation works 
for every employee and in every circumstance, 
and given the variety of professional and personal 
challenges employees have faced this year, that’s 
even more true today. Helping managers personalize 
performance conversations based on individual 
employee needs will make the conversations 
more useful for both parties, ultimately driving 
employee engagement and performance. 
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Rather than just telling managers to “discuss 
what they need,” HR should provide a framework 
to help managers and employees work together 
to determine how to use the performance 
review conversation. This framework should 
help managers account for how much this year’s 
events have affected each employee’s work and 
determine the right focus for the performance 
review based on the level of disruption.
Managers should distinguish two kinds of 
disruption: work disruption (the degree to which 
an employee’s business unit, team, projects or 
workflows have been affected) and personal 
disruption (the degree to which the situation has 
affected an employee personally and their ability 
to work). Depending on how much disruption 
employees have faced, their performance 
management needs are likely different, which 
should affect the focus of performance reviews 
(see Figure 1):
• Standard Conversation — If an employee has 

faced minimal disruption, what the employee 
needs from the performance conversation has 
not changed significantly and likely depends 

more on the individual employee than the 
disruption. The performance review should 
cover past accomplishments and needed 
capabilities for the future.

• Recognition-Focused Conversation —  
If an employee has faced moderate 
disruption, they likely had to overcome fairly 
significant obstacles to work this year and 
will value recognition for work well done. 
The performance review should focus on 
recognizing what and how the employee has 
contributed, while initiating a conversation 
about how they can build on success from  
the year for further development and 
career growth.

• Future-Focused Conversation — If an 
employee has faced severe disruption, they 
may have struggled to contribute this year 
and likely need help envisioning how to 
contribute as the organization recovers from 
the disruption. The performance review should 
focus on future performance and clarify what 
good performance looks like, while recognizing 
the contributions the employee did make.

Source: Gartner

Figure 1. Matrix to Understand COVID-19’s Impact  
on Employees and Performance Conversations

Work Disruption
Minimal Moderate Severe

Personal 
Disruption

Severe

Moderate

Minimal

Future-
Focused 
Conversation
Recognition-
Focused 
Conversation
Standard 
Conversation
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Although HR leaders can provide a general 
framework like this one, they should also 
encourage managers to make final decisions 
based on the ongoing performance 
conversations they have been having with 
their employees. If they are not sure, directly 
discussing the year-end conversation with their 
employees is a good starting place; it never hurts 
to ask, “what do you need from me, and what 
would you find most helpful to discuss?”

Coach Managers to Lead 
Virtual Conversations
A sizable portion of the workforce will likely still 
be working remotely by the end of the year. 
Although managers and employees have been 
communicating virtually at many organizations 
since March, a high-stakes conversation like a 
formal performance review poses its own set of 
challenges. Have managers practice and prepare 
for the following scenarios:
• Silence or lack of reaction — Even in day-

to-day check-ins, managers say the inability 
to read body language and other nonverbal 
cues hinders their ability to communicate 
with their direct reports in virtual settings. 
The formality of a year-end conversation may 
increase these difficulties as employees may 
feel uncomfortable speaking up. In these 
situations, it will be particularly important 
for managers to proactively ask employees 
questions and spend time listening, not just 
talking. What does the employee feel like he 
or she accomplished? Where does he or she 
want to grow?

• Stronger negative reactions — On the 
other hand, due to increased stress and 
social isolation, managers may also see more 
negative reactions from their employees during 
performance conversations. Those reactions 
could range from denial and shock to anger 
and open hostility. When employees respond 
negatively, managers must listen, appear calm 
and remain unbiased. When responding to 
an employee displaying resistance or denial, 
remind managers to provide sufficient examples 
to support their feedback, shift the conversation 
to the employee’s reasons for resistance and 
candidly discuss the consequences of not 
addressing this development area.

• Disruptions — The remote work environment is 
full of disruptions not present in the office, such 
as pets or other members of the household. 
Managers should start performance conversations 
by making sure employees are in quiet, private 
spaces (if possible) and reassure employees they 
are speaking from a private location as well. If a 
disruption does occur despite these precautions, 
the manager should schedule additional time to 
continue the conversation.

Prepare Employees,  
Not Just Managers
The last, but perhaps most important, way 
to help managers prepare for year-end 
performance conversations during disruption 
is by preparing employees as well. Employees 
often leave performance conversations without 
understanding what good performance looks like 
or how to continue developing because they do 
not know what to discuss with their manager and 
how to contribute to the conversation. Preparing 
employees involves two main activities.
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First, ask employees to lead, or at least 
actively contribute to, year-end performance 
conversations. This will reinforce to employees 
that they own their performance. Employees 
know what they need from performance 
conversations better than anyone else, 
especially during disruption. However, they will 
need guidance on how to contribute or shape 
the conversation. Employee responsibilities 
might include:
• Proactively seeking feedback and coaching 

from peers and clients
• Conducting a self-assessment prior to the 

meeting, including an assessment of how 
much disruption they’ve faced

• Coming prepared to ask and answer questions
• Articulating personal goals and priorities as 

well as how they align to the business unit and 
organizational goals

• Aligning with their managers on next steps and 
documenting action items

Second, give employees context about 
changes to the performance assessment or 
review process directly. With this information, 
employees can understand the steps their 
managers are taking (or should be taking) to 
review their performance and can make sure 
their managers have the information they need 
during the entire process. This also means 
employees can provide soft accountability to 
managers to make sure conversations actually 
happen and ensures more time is spent during 
the actual conversation on the employee’s 
performance, instead of process questions. 
Although preparing managers for year-end 
performance conversations is always part of 
the talent management leader’s agenda this 
time of year, it is even more important for HR to 
focus on preparation this year. By implementing 
the approaches above, HR leaders can help 
managers and employees get the most out of 
performance review conversations, even during 
challenging times.

1 2014 Gartner Enterprise Contribution Workforce Survey
2 2019 Gartner Performance Management Benchmarking Survey

HR Leaders Monthly | September 2020 16



HR leaders typically focus their efforts to improve performance 
conversations on managers’ ability to give feedback, rather 
than employees’ ability to receive it. By focusing on both givers 
and receivers, however, organizations can double the impact of 
these efforts on feedback utility.

HR leaders, their teams and the vendors they 
work with all recognize raising the quantity 
and quality of feedback employees receive 
during performance conversations is needed 
to improve talent outcomes. Employees also 
agree: 81% say feedback is critical for improving 
their performance, especially considering the 
disruptions COVID-19 has caused to roles, 
workspaces, business models, metrics and 
compensation. Whatever their circumstances, 
one-third of employees say they are relying 
more on feedback today than they were before 
the pandemic, demonstrating the urgency of 
getting this right.

Most companies seek to improve the value of 
feedback exchanges by focusing attention on 
managers’ effectiveness as feedback givers, 
through training, tools and guidance on the 
frequency of feedback exchanges. However, this 
approach isn’t delivering results, and managers are 
still coming up short. Almost 70% of HR leaders say 
employees are not getting the feedback they need 
to perform today, and less than half of employees 
say they’re getting feedback they can act on. 
Organizations are clearly spending time, energy 
and money on empowering managers — and to 
lesser extent, peers — to give feedback, yet we’re 
not seeing that reflected in performance outcomes. 
So, what’s missing?

Build Employees’ 
Feedback-Receiving 
Skills To Improve 
Performance Outcomes
By Alex Pavel
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Focus on Receivers,  
Not Just Givers
Organizations are only addressing half of 
the equation. Every conversation has two 
participants: the person giving feedback and  
the person receiving it. As much as organizations 
have invested in making managers better at 
giving feedback, they have underinvested in 
supporting employees’ skills at taking it. Only 
17% of employees today effectively receive 
feedback, and over 70% of employees don’t think 
their organizations are helping them get better 
at it. Ultimately, relying on the feedback giver 
alone, as many organizations have been doing, 
means missing out on a huge opportunity to 
drive the effectiveness of feedback and in turn, 
performance outcomes.

We measured the effectiveness of giving and 
receiving feedback on utility, a measure of 
the extent to which employees are able to use 
feedback. When the utility of feedback is high, 

employee performance increases by about 
20%. Comparing the effectiveness of giving and 
receiving feedback on utility, we found they have 
a similar impact. Giver and receiver effectiveness 
have a 15% and an 18% impact on feedback utility 
respectively, for a combined impact of 33% 
(see Figure 1).

Three Strategies to  
Increase Feedback  
Receiver Effectiveness
Organizations can help employees receive 
feedback more effectively by focusing on  
three key strategies:

Give employees ownership for 
seeking feedback.

Create psychologically safe environments 
for exchanges.

Provide employees guidance for seeking  
and engaging in feedback exchanges.

Figure 1. Impact of Effectiveness at Receiving and Giving Feedback on Feedback Utility
Maximum Impact on Feedback Utility Score

n = 6,500
Source: 2020 Gartner Performance and Feedback Survey

18%

0%
Feedback Giver 

Effectiveness
Feedback Receiver 

Effectiveness
Total
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15%

40%

20%
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Give Employees Ownership 
of Seeking Feedback
When employees own the process of seeking 
and acting on feedback, they become more 
invested in using that process to improve their 
own performance. To encourage employees 
to seek and act on feedback, and ultimately 
drive their own performance, Blue Cross and 
Blue Shield of Louisiana gives employees 

responsibility for initiating feedback exchanges 
with their managers. By giving employees a 
clear ownership role, the company breaks 
down perceptions that feedback is a manager’s 
responsibility and holds employees accountable 
for seeking feedback and meeting development 
and performance goals. To do this, Blue Cross 
redefined roles, the agenda of exchanges and 
accountability so employees and managers 
document and follow through on the feedback 
they exchange (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. A Journey to Greater Ownership Over Feedback and Performance

Source: Adapted From Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana

Give employees 
responsibility for directing 

manager-employee 
feedback exchange.

See employees broadly 
seeking the feedback  

and support they need  
to perform.

See employees driving  
their own performance  

and development.

a Redefine Roles: Grant employees permission to regularly seek feedback and the 
support needed to act on that feedback from their managers.

b Redefine Agenda: Create frameworks and resources to turn conversations from 
being about evaluation to being about creating the conditions for high performance.

c Redefine Accountability: Hold employees and managers accountable for regular 
feedback exchanges and for turning feedback into action.
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Create Psychologically Safe 
Environments for Exchanges
To make feedback exchanges psychologically 
safe, identify and mitigate what makes them  
feel risky for employees. This could include:
• Risks to relationships — Employees fear asking 

for feedback at the wrong time or giving a 
peer critical feedback might harm a valuable 
relationship. Organizations can address this 
by using recognition as a stepping stone 
to feedback, providing opportunities for 
employees to recognize one another to increase 
their comfort exchanging information within 
existing relationships.

• Risk to image — Employees fear the feedback 
they receive will harm the image they have 
cultivated on their team. To address this, 
organizations should give employees control 
of performance feedback, providing options so 
employees can use feedback as a tool that is for 
and by employees.

• Risk of wasted effort — Employees fear the 
feedback they seek or give will not be helpful 
and will waste both parties’ time. To overcome 
this barrier, reframe performance feedback as 
an ongoing and personally relevant activity, 
embedding and connecting feedback with 
existing practices and workflows.

• Risk of a poor exchange — Employees fear they 
will give poor feedback or won’t ask the right 
questions to use the feedback they receive in 
the right way. To address this, offer guidance at 
moments of uncertainty to help employees feel 
more confident in seeking and giving feedback.

Provide Employees Guidance 
for Seeking and Engaging in 
Feedback Exchanges
Employees will need guidance on exchanging 
feedback and help building the skills to know 
when, how and with whom to exchange 
feedback. For instance, employees may not 
always know when it’s the right time to seek 
feedback. So instead of simply asking employees 
to seek feedback continuously, identify moments 
when they will be most receptive and nudge 
them to seek it at those moments. 

For example, you can remind employees when 
they have new role expectations, or after 
goals have been set, to seek feedback on 
what they need to do to achieve those goals. 
Other opportunities to nudge employees are 
around a work anniversary or during and after 
restructuring. The nudge can come from anyone, 
through any channel: directly from a manager 
over videoconference, an email from an HRBP 
or even a system-generated nudge based on 
employee data.

Organizations can drive utility and talent 
outcomes today when they prioritize driving the 
effectiveness of feedback receivers by giving 
employees ownership for seeking feedback, 
creating psychologically safe environments for 
exchanges and by providing feedback receivers 
with guidance for engaging in conversations.
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Even in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, concerns about 
pay fairness haven’t gone away; they’ve simply changed. To 
address the root causes of employees’ perceptions of unfairness, 
HR leaders must move beyond setting employee expectations 
about their pay and work to close expectation gaps.

“Is my pay fair?” may not be a new question, but it has become much harder for total rewards leaders 
to answer. As sources of pay information proliferate, it becomes virtually impossible for employees to 
distinguish the signal from the noise. 

Close Expectation 
Gaps to Boost Pay 
Fairness
By Brent Cassell
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According to Gartner research, the pay 
environment has become “noisier” in 2020  
in three ways (see Figure 1): 
• The percentage of employees accessing public 

pay data on sites like Glassdoor has increased 
from 26% in 2018 to 53% in 2020. 

• The number of times pay issues have appeared 
in newspaper headlines in the U.S. and the U.K. 
increased 70% from 2018 to 2019. 

• The percentage of employees discussing pay 
with each other has increased from 38% in 
2018 to 50% in 2020.

Unsurprisingly, 85% of employees believe 
they are underpaid, and 50% believe they are 
underpaid by more than 15%. While it may be 
tempting to dismiss these claims as inaccurate 
or overblown, they cannot be ignored. After 
all, whether employees are actually underpaid 
or simply feel they are, the impact on talent 
outcomes will be the same. Conversely, when 

employees’ perceptions of pay fairness are 
high, organizations can realize a 14% boost 
to employee performance and an 8% boost 
to engagement.
Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, employee 
questions about pay fairness haven’t 
disappeared, but they have changed. Whereas 
employees might once have worried that a peer 
doing a similar job (either at their organization 
or elsewhere) made more money than they do, 
they are now more likely to worry that others are 
sacrificing less. In fact, in our discussions with 
total rewards leaders this spring, we’ve heard 
pay fairness emerge often in questions regarding 
hazard pay, the unequal distribution of work 
across different parts of the company and the 
need for greater work-life balance. As one client 
summed it up: “The biggest risk to pay fairness 
will be if our employees feel that they worked 
harder than ever this year but are not rewarded  
in a commensurate fashion at year end.”

n = 5,000
Source: 2020 Gartner Employee Pay Perceptions Survey

Source: Gartner n = 5,000
Source: 2020 Gartner Employee Pay Perceptions Survey

Figure 1. Employees Experiencing a Noisier Pay Environment

Percentage of Employees 
Accessing Public Pay Data

Number of Times Pay Issues 
Appeared in News Headlines

Percentage of Employees  
Discussing Pay With Each Other

14%

26%

53%
60%

30%

0%
2014 2016 2018 2020

60%

30%

0%

p 12%

38%

2018

50%

2019

100

50

0

p 70%

59

2018

100

2019

HR Leaders Monthly | September 2020 23



Figure 2. Employee Pay Expectation Gaps From Experiences
Illustrative

• 76% of employees experience one expectation gap.
• 50% of employees experience multiple types of expectation gaps, multiple times.

Perception 
of Fairness

Setting 
Expectations 

Expectation Gap: When the real-life experience 
or observation does not match the expectation

Time

n = 5,000
Source: 2020 Gartner Employee Pay Perceptions Survey

In response, most organizations attempt to 
boost perceptions of pay fairness by setting pay 
expectations. To that end, 85% of companies 
train managers to effectively and transparently 
talk about pay, and 89% communicate about 
at least one pay topic (e.g., compensation 
philosophy, the total monetary value of pay,  

the mechanics of the pay-for-performance 
process) directly with their employees. 
This strategy yields an initial positive 
impact on perceptions of fairness (5.2%), 
but unfortunately, that erodes over time 
as employees experience more and more 
“expectation gaps” (see Figure 2).
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We define expectation gaps as situations where 
employees’ real-life experiences or observations 
do not match their expectations. Seventy-six 
percent of employees have experienced at least 
one gap, and 50% have experienced multiple 
gaps, multiple times. In our research, we have 
identified four expectation gaps regarding pay: 
procedural, distributive, informational and social 
(see Figure 3).

Of the four, social expectation gaps are the most 
common and the most damaging to employee 
perceptions of fairness. For employees who 
have experienced a social pay expectation gap 
(55% total), our current strategy of setting pay 
expectations has no impact on their perceptions 
of fairness. Therefore, to drive perceptions of 
pay fairness in 2020 and beyond, total rewards 
leaders will need to do more than simply set 
expectations. They will need to close expectation 
gaps, eliminating or reducing the discrepancy 
between employees’ expectations and their 
personal pay experiences. 

Closing expectation gaps differs from setting 
expectations in four ways. First, total rewards 
communications focus less on the company’s 
own pay processes and more on the employee 

experience. Second, these conversations 
occur whenever an employee experiences an 
expectation gap instead of being beholden to 
the compensation planning process. Third, the 
goal of these conversations is not to impart 
foundational pay knowledge but to bridge the 
gap between that knowledge and the employee’s 
pay experiences. Finally, the conversations 
themselves are more empathetic and more of a 
dialogue than a traditional pay training session. 
Our research has discovered two effective 
strategies for closing expectation gaps: 
• First, organizations must leverage external pay 

data and communicate pay more transparently 
to identify unmet social expectations. 

• Second, having pinpointed those unmet 
expectations, they must address the 
sometimes faulty assumptions that underlie 
them, involve employees more actively in pay 
communication and equip managers to have 
those conversations more empathetically.

If organizations can take these steps, they can 
boost perceptions of pay fairness at a time when 
their employees need it most and send them a 
powerful signal about how much they are valued 
during these difficult times.

Source: Gartner

Figure 3. Four Types of Expectation Gaps

Procedural Distributive Informational Social

Definition The accuracy and 
consistency of pay 
procedures

The allocation of 
rewards based on 
merit 

The degree to which 
one is informed 
about decisions 
affecting pay 

The allocation of 
rewards within 
one’s reference 
group

Expectation 
Example

I expect pay 
calculations to be 
free from error.

I expect employees 
who contribute 
more are paid more.

I expect to get 
complete answers 
to questions I have 
about my pay.

I expect to be paid 
equally to my peers 
doing the same 
work.

≠ ≠ ≠ ≠
Experience I found an error in 

the way my pay 
was calculated.

I felt the bonus 
I received did 
not reflect my 
contributions.

My manager 
wouldn’t answer 
a question I had 
about my pay.

I found out a peer in 
my same role makes 
more than me.
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In the past two years, online pay information 
sources like Glassdoor, Payscale, and Salary.com 
have exploded in popularity. Fifty-three percent 
of surveyed employees reported accessing such 
sources in 2020, compared to just 26% only 
two years ago. This increase is not only because 
millennials and Generation Z are making up a 
greater share of the workforce: It appears among 
employees of all ages. In fact, the percentage of 
baby boomers accessing online sources in 2020 
is greater than the percentage of millennials who 
accessed them just six years ago.
Online sources pose a challenge for 
organizations because the information they 

provide is often inaccurate, incomplete or 
presented without context and liable to be 
misinterpreted. Indeed, online sources have 
a negative effect on employee perceptions 
of pay fairness: Only 31% of employees who 
accessed online sources say they are paid fairly 
for their performance, compared to 44% of 
employees who did not.

These sources are not going away, however, 
so organizations must be prepared to address 
employees’ complaints about pay and 
communicate transparently about the link 
between performance and pay.

Figure 1. Employees Who Have Accessed Online  
Pay Information Sources in the Last Year
Percentage of Employees

n = 6,026 Employees (2014); 6,014 Employees (2018); 5,000 Employees (2020)
Source: Gartner 2014 Pay Communication Employee Survey; Gartner 2018 Pay Communication Employee Survey; Gartner 2020 Pay Perceptions Survey 

By Chris Lane
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The turbulence of the current 
business environment may 
make HR leaders hesitant 
to pursue bold initiatives in 
diversity, equity and inclusion, 
but now is the time to rethink 
talent processes to create 
more opportunities for 
underrepresented talent to 
reach leadership positions.

Organizations still struggle to recruit, hire and 
retain a diverse workforce, with representation 
plummeting at the midsenior levels. Diverse 
employees today are significantly less likely to 
have a positive perception of manager quality 
than their peers, but manager involvement has 

largely been omitted from traditional formal 
development programs that focus on individual 
skills gaps or characteristics.1 While organizations 
continue to rely on addressing “individual barriers” 
(e.g., missing skills), this approach fails to help 
employees contextualize their careers in terms 
of day-to-day interactions and does not solve 
organizational barriers to advancement at scale.

Instead, barriers such as unsupportive cultures 
and biased talent management processes 
are the persistent root causes of this lack of 
progress toward advancement. HR leaders 
must turn their attention to fixing the systemic 
biases preventing underrepresented talent from 
advancing to leadership positions.2 The events 
of the past six months have made addressing 
this problem harder but also more urgent. 
Instead of waiting for the business environment 
to stabilize before taking up this challenge, 
employers should leverage the momentum of 
the ongoing disruption to push for meaningful 
changes in how they develop and advance 
underrepresented talent.

Seize the Opportunity of 
Disruption to Advance 
Underrepresented 
Talent
By Emilie Siegler Morton
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Figure 1. No Advancement on Advancement
Workforce Representation Throughout All Industries in the U.S.

n = 60,191,000 employees
Source: Gartner TalentNeuron
a Includes individuals self-identifying as African American, Asian and Hispanic/Latino

A High Priority Prepandemic
When asked about diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI) priorities in early 2020, more than half of 
heads of DEI noted advancing underrepresented 
talent, influencing the acquisition of diverse 
talent and engaging senior leaders were top 
priorities.3 Prior to the pandemic, organizations 
rooted their goal of advancing diverse 
talent in the need to reflect shifting societal 
demographics and meet changing employee 
values. Notably, many HR leaders had already 
begun reevaluating their organizations’ employee 
value proposition to attract and retain a steady 

influx of Generation Z workers. Members of this 
generation place a greater emphasis on values 
such as equality than previous generations 
and are much more likely to want to work 
for an organization with a strong social and 
environmental conscience.4,5

Despite existing efforts and a critical eye on 
creating a diverse workforce for the future, DEI 
leaders continued to express frustration at the 
lack of demonstrable progress. According to 
Gartner’s TalentNeuron data, as of late 2019, 
women and men of color made up only 10% and 
18% of senior-level positions, respectively, in U.S. 
organizations (see Figure 1).6
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Pandemic and Protests 
Reinforce and Renew Urgency
Current events have directly contributed to a 
renewed sense of urgency about advancing 
underrepresented talent. During this time of 
heightened uncertainty, more heads of DEI have 
reported hiring and advancing underrepresented 
talent is a top priority for their organization, 
despite growing barriers to advancement.7 The 
economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
have halted critical talent activities at many 
organizations and compounded inequities for 
underrepresented talent segments. Recruiting 
and hiring freezes, for instance, have hindered 
organizations’ efforts to source new diverse 
talent. The economic climate has also contributed 
to increased risk-averse behaviors in stressed 
managers and made employees less sure about 
future career opportunities with their employers.

Concurrently, employees from traditionally 
underrepresented talent segments have felt 
the fallout from the pandemic most acutely. In 

the U.S., Black Americans, Latinos and Native 
Americans have died at rates higher than their 
proportion of the population. Globally, 40% 
of all employed women work in the industries 
with most job losses (including the food, 
accommodation, retail and real estate sectors) 
and continue bearing the unequal distribution 
of unpaid caregiving work, which has increased 
amid school closures.8,9 The pandemic’s impact 
on underrepresented communities has also 
been magnified by ongoing protests against 
racial injustice, spurring executives to pledge 
commitments to combating racism and creating 
more diverse, inclusive and equitable workforces. 
DEI leaders are feeling this urgency particularly 
strongly. In dozens of conversations with clients 
this summer, we heard business leaders were 
demanding more of DEI and HR functions 
and wanted to move more quickly than ever 
before. Even if HR had buy-in from leadership 
previously, the pace and expectation of change 
have accelerated. The outstanding question for 
DEI leaders is how to respond rapidly without 
jeopardizing sustainable change and progress.

On-Demand 
Virtual Events

Gartner regularly hosts virtual 
events across a variety of 
Human Resources topics.  
These webinars present an 
opportunity for you to gain 
insights from our research 
leaders on leading HR through 
times of change, creating 
inclusive workplaces that enable 
high performance and more.

How HR Can Sustain Diversity & Inclusion 
to Create Change in Moments of Unrest

Reward Employees During Disruption

Improve Performance with 
Employee-led Feedback

Beyond Remote Work: Employee 
Experience for a Hybrid Workforce

Preserve the Employee Experience by 
Addressing External Factors
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An Opportunity to Make 
Meaningful Progress
Historical efforts to advance underrepresented 
talent, whether through mentorship or talent-
group-specific development programs, have 
been rooted in the implicit assumption that 
people from underrepresented segments lack 
skills, experiences or attributes required for 
leadership. The focus on changing individuals, 
however, often overshadows the fundamental 
barrier preventing underrepresented talent 
from advancing through to managerial and 
leadership roles: systemic bias. In many cases, 
this leads to employees expending mental 
energy attempting to “fix themselves” by 
codeswitching and covering to “compensate” 
for their differences, by hiding an accent, for 

example.10,11 Ultimately, this approach distracts 
HR leaders from evaluating and modifying 
structural and cultural elements that reproduce 
the status quo, especially unsupportive 
cultures and talent and business processes 
(see Figure 2).

The current social environment has galvanized 
organizations to reevaluate the way work gets 
done. DEI teams have an opportunity to address 
structural bias in talent and business processes 
and the new organizational cultures shaped 
by the pandemic. Employees and leaders have 
already had to shift their mindsets by increasing 
their focus on the employee experience and 
demonstrating inclusive behaviors. DEI leaders 
should leverage this moment to connect bias 
elimination efforts to changes affecting the way 
teams work together.

Figure 2. Barriers to Advancement of Underrepresented Talent
Simplified Root Cause Analysis on Advancement of Underrepresented Talent

Source: Gartner

“Missing” Skills and Behaviors

“Wrong” Mindset

Inadequate Work Experiences

Unsupportive Culture

Individual Organizational

Biased Processes

Noninclusive Stakeholders

Over 60 conversations with HR and D&I leaders and literature 
review reinforce organizational barriers, specifically, systemic 
bias as the primary root cause to lack of advancement.

Lack of Advancement
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Three Ways to Reset Your 
Strategy for Advancing 
Underrepresented Talent
HR and DEI teams can redirect strategies for 
advancing underrepresented talent to be more 
forward-looking, focusing on adapting to a 
postpandemic work environment. 

Fix the Manager-Employee Relationship 
Rather Than “Fixing” the Employee

When evaluating opportunities to develop 
underrepresented talent, organizations should 
begin by improving relationships between 
employees and their direct managers. 
Establishing healthy employee-manager 
relationships requires HR leaders to create 
learning opportunities for managers to become 
more effective talent coaches, to better 
understand the employee experience (especially 
for underrepresented employees) and to foster a 
trusting environment for direct reports. 
Shifting the focus to developing leaders’ skills 
at critical people management activities such 
as coaching, performance management and 
recognition provides an incentive for managers 
to contribute to diversity and inclusion efforts. 
In addition to coaching abilities, HR should 
prioritize helping leaders improve interpersonal 
and team dynamics through experiential 
learning. Leaders can practice building 
empathy and listening exercises that illustrate 
the employee experience of underrepresented 
talent at the organization and help build trust 
between managers and their direct reports. 
Investing in managers equips them to serve 
as authentic advocates to underrepresented 
talent, dismantling organizational barriers 
to advancement by creating transparency 
about career opportunities and next steps to 
promotion, connecting underrepresented talent 
to senior leaders and mentors and providing 
overall career support. 

Focus Networking on Growth  
Instead of Engagement 

Traditionally, networking initiatives for 
underrepresented talent focus on creating 
informal connections between employees 
to provide collegial support and improve 
engagement. These mentoring or networking 

programs, however, frequently rely on ad hoc 
communication between participants, exclude 
some individuals and make connecting feel 
intimidating, inadvertently limiting exposure 
to more senior leaders and the ability to learn 
from others. Organizations can overcome these 
challenges by helping underrepresented talent 
engage in development-oriented network 
opportunities. 
Growth-focused networks aim to empower 
employees to proactively connect with leaders 
who can support their career growth and 
champion advancement. Taking a formal 
approach to networking can make this process 
feel less daunting; consider providing employees 
with intentional guidelines on how to reach 
out to senior, functional and business leaders 
to help increase their exposure and growth 
opportunities. As more underrepresented 
employees feel empowered to reach out to their 
peers and senior leaders, they will autonomously 
create high-quality networks that help fulfill their 
development and career needs. 

Redesign Processes to Mitigate Bias  
Rather Than Raise Awareness of Bias 

Though the majority of organizations offer 
some form of unconscious bias training as their 
top initiative to advance underrepresented 
talent, this approach to building awareness has 
become a crutch, with only 41% percent of DEI 
leaders believing in its effectiveness.12 Learning 
initiatives are important, but mitigating and 
removing systemic bias requires designing 
processes to be inclusive as a key consideration 
rather than an afterthought. 
As leaders adopt new strategies for connecting 
with their teams and organizations change 
processes to reflect the new normal, DEI leaders 
will have a more receptive audience when they 
make the case for why bias mitigation needs to 
be built into process redesign efforts. HR and DEI 

Growth-focused networks aim to 
empower employees to proactively 
connect with leaders who can 
support their career growth and 
champion advancement.
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1 1Q20 Global Labor Market Survey; note: manager quality is defined  
as the quality of the organization’s managers. 

2 In a global survey of over 113 HR leaders, many organizations define 
underrepresented talent by race or ethnicity, disability status, gender, 
and sexual orientation. However, organizations also recognize the need 
to use a broader set of criteria to identify underrepresented talent. 

3 2020 Gartner Advancing Underrepresented Talent Survey for Heads of D&I
4 “Key Gen Z Consumer Values Findings, 2019”
5 2020 Gartner Reimagine HR Employee Survey
6 Gartner TalentNeuron (4Q19)
7 2020 Gartner Advancing Underrepresented Talent Survey for Heads of D&I
8 “What Do Coronavirus Racial Disparities Look Like State By State?” NPR.
9 “COVID-19 could wipe out gains in equality for women at work - U.N.,” 

World Economic Forum.
10 “The Cost of Codeswitching,” Harvard Business Review.
11 “Fear of Being Different Stifles Talent,” Harvard Business Review.
12 2020 Gartner Advancing Underrepresented Talent Survey for  

Heads of D&I

leaders can leverage this moment to evaluate and 
reengineer their organizations’ talent processes, 
which are chronically perceived as biased (see 
Figure 3). Specifically, reevaluating and potentially 
redesigning performance management, 
promotion and talent review processes will allow 
organizations to better identify, develop, evaluate 
and promote underrepresented talent.

Recognizing that their decisions and actions 
today will affect the employer brand for 
years to come, HR leaders are racing to 
meet expectations around setting clear and 
transparent plans to support the organization’s 
talent needs. In the short term, while many 
organizations may not be able resume full-scale 
hiring, they have a responsibility and opportunity 
to review existing approaches to talent 
management processes. In the long but ever 

nearer term, organizations will be expected to 
modify and implement new practices that better 
reflect employee concerns and address the 
systemic challenges to increasing the diversity  
of their leaders.

Figure 3. Bias in Talent Management Processes

n = 59 D&I leaders
Source: 2019 Gartner Diversity and Inclusion Benchmarking Survey
Note: D&I leaders were asked to select all talent processes they believed were susceptible to bias.
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Top-of-mind thoughts from your HR peers and leaders:

5 New Talent 
Strategy 
Rules
COVID-19 has created a new 
playing field

Learn more about The Unbounded Workforce  
 Get the E-Book 
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Talent anywhere 
“ I guess we don’t have to recruit only in Nebraska anymore.”

Dynamic planning assumptions 
“ COVID-19 has pushed us to further accelerate the impact 
of strategic workforce planning. Where do we start?”

Skill clusters determine capability 
“ We need to deconstruct roles into something we can 
plan around.”

Compensation flexibility  
“ Why am I paying New York prices when I can now hire 
the same talent in Poland?”

Digital imperatives 
“ Our CEO has charged us to immediately determine how 
we are going to move to a fully distributed workforce 
model — permanently.”
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Some organizations are using technology to track their remote 
employees’ productivity, raising concerns about privacy and 
engagement. But with an approach of trust, communication 
and outcome-based evaluation, CHROs can foster a remote 
work culture in which monitoring is not necessary.

By forcing millions of employees to work from 
home, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused a 
sea change in many employers’ attitudes toward 
remote work. Now, some organizations are 
embracing the concept of a primarily or entirely 
remote workforce. One of the key questions this 
sudden transformation has raised for HR is: How 
do you manage the day-to-day performance 
of employees you can’t see and interact 
with personally?

Employee monitoring technologies have stepped 
in to fill these blind spots in managers’ oversight 
of their remote teams. This can be as simple as 
tracking when employees log on and off from 
their devices. A collaboration platform like Slack 
or Microsoft Teams can offer managers data on 

how their team members are using the platform.1 
In more advanced forms, a monitoring program 
might take periodic screenshots of an employee’s 
laptop or even mirror their screen in real time so 
their manager can see whether they are doing 
their work or idly browsing the internet.

Many of these technologies were already 
being used in offices, and their use has been 
on the rise. In a 2019 survey of HR leaders, 
three-quarters reported they planned to 
increase talent analytics investments, including 
new technologies to collect data about how 
employees were spending their time at work.2 
During the first three months of the COVID-
19 pandemic, organizations began paying 
more attention to tracking the productivity 

You Shouldn’t Need 
to Monitor Remote 
Employees’ 
Productivity
By Jonah Shepp
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of their remote workforces, which had grown 
substantially since stay-at-home orders went into 
effect in March (see Figure 1).

The increasing application of employee 
monitoring technology in remote work has 
raised concerns over what critics see as a 
digital invasion of employees’ private space. 
The widely used videoconferencing platform 
Zoom previously gave paid users a feature called 
“attention tracking” that would tell them when 

attendees at a meeting navigated away from the 
application, but Zoom disabled the feature after a 
public controversy over its privacy implications.3 
Similarly, a facial recognition technology PwC 
has been using to track when employees are 
absent from their computer screens raised 
eyebrows in June.4 However, the accounting 
firm explained that this technology was its least 
intrusive option “to support the compliance 
environment required for traders and front-office 
staff in financial institutions.”

Figure 1. Organizations Tracking Productivity of Remote Employees
Percentage Selecting, Multiple Responses Allowed

Q: How are you tracking the productivity of your employees working remotely, if at all? Select all that apply.
Source: April 2020 Gartner COVID-19 Crisis Benchmarking Against Your Peers Webinar Poll; June 2020 Gartner Return to the Workplace Benchmarking 

Against Your Peers Webinar Poll
a “Other” answers include outcomes, timely deliverables, productivity reporting (already in place), workflow-enabled productivity tracking 

and performance management process.
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If, like PwC, your industry is highly regulated 
or your employees handle legally sensitive 
information, it may be necessary to use such 
tools to track when employees are working 
and make sure other people are not using 
their devices. The push for remote employee 
monitoring is also motivated by cybersecurity 
concerns. In a June survey of remote workers by 
OneLogin, 32% of employees globally (and 60% 
in the U.S.) admitted having an online account 
compromised since they started working 
remotely.5 Employers have a strong interest 
(and sometimes a legal obligation) to ensure 
employees are using their work devices for their 
intended purposes, during regular business 
hours and following proper security protocols.
Yet an important difference exists between 
monitoring the use of technology to guard 
against legal or financial risks and monitoring 
employees to manage their productivity from 
hour to hour. In the “new normal” of remote 
work, managers may be reluctant to give up 
the level of visibility into, and control over, 
employees’ activities they were used to having 
in the office. Before embracing employee 
monitoring technologies to bridge that gap, HR 
leaders should consider whether the benefits 
are worth the risks of causing employees stress, 
damaging employee-manager relationships and 
enabling a culture of mistrust and suspicion 
in the digital workplace. Most employees who 
work remotely enjoy it, primarily because of the 
flexibility it gives them in terms of when and 
where they work.6 By taking away employees’ 
sense of flexibility and self-direction, overzealous 
monitoring may cancel out the benefits to their 
engagement and productivity.
To effectively manage remote employee 
performance without invasive monitoring, HR 
leaders should encourage managers to practice 
these three basic principles:

Build a Foundation  
of Mutual Trust
If managers at your organization feel the need to 
micromanage the activity of their remote teams, 
this could be a sign that the employer-employee 
relationship is already damaged. Managers 
should be able to trust employees to do their 
work without persistent monitoring. Constant 
surveillance might motivate employees to make 
sure they look busy all the time, but it is unlikely 
to bring out their best work. If your employees 
really can’t be trusted to manage their own time 
without being monitored, consider examining the 
root causes of that mistrust to identify ways to 
improve the organizational culture.

Trust is especially important if your organization 
does decide to use some form of monitoring 
technology. Remote employees must trust that 
their employers have their best interests in mind 
and are not spying on them. Our research has 
found employees are more open to monitoring 
when the organization is transparent about 
what data it is collecting and how it intends to 
use the data, as well as if employees believe the 
technology will help them be more productive.7 If 
you must use monitoring technology, make sure 
to tell your employees beforehand that you are 
implementing it, why you are implementing it and 
how it will help them do their jobs more effectively.

Measure Outcomes,  
Not Activities
Employees often chafe at being forced to 
account for their activities throughout the 
day, and this is even more likely when they are 
accountable to a machine with no empathy or 
human context. Logging employees’ activities 
on a granular scale is a particularly poor tool 
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for measuring performance among knowledge 
workers for whom thinking, conversing with 
colleagues and doing research on the internet 
might all be part of a productive workday. Take 
for example an employee whose productivity is 
recorded automatically based on keystrokes and 
app usage on their work computer. Consider the 
incentives that system creates for them and what 
kind of behaviors it might encourage:
• The employee feels chained to their desk 

during the workday and is afraid to take 
reasonable breaks or flex their schedule to 
accommodate their home life. This harms their 
work-life balance, encourages overwork and 
puts them at risk of burnout.

• The employee becomes paranoid about 
appearing idle, so they occupy themselves with 
busywork. Their performance suffers as they 
are consumed with lower-value tasks and have 
no time for creative or analytical work.

• The employee figures out how to “game” 
the system and look busy without actually 
maintaining the constant productivity it is 
intended to enforce. Whether or not they are 
doing good work, the data their manager 
receives is no longer reliable.

None of these situations are desirable. A better 
approach to managing remote workers is to 
set clear goals with well-defined timelines and 
deadlines and to measure their performance by 
whether they meet their goals effectively and their 
work’s impact on the business. This outcome-based 
approach gives employees the flexibility to manage 
their time in whatever way works best for them.
To maximize the positive impact on employee 
engagement and performance, give remote 
employees the freedom to align their work 
schedules with the times when they are most 
focused and productive. This approach has the 
added benefit of making the work environment 
more accommodating for working parents and 
caregivers, which can help promote equity in 
your organization.
As long as employees are meeting their 
objectives, managers should not obsess over 
how and when they did the work. More intensive 
scrutiny of employees’ time management should 
be reserved for those who are having trouble 
working independently and need additional 
guidance or motivation from their manager.

Make Employees Feel Seen, 
Not Surveilled
Automated employee monitoring can provide 
an incomplete picture of what employees do 
all day, putting too much focus on idle time 
and nonwork activities. Our research finds fully 
remote employees are nearly twice as likely as 
those who never work remotely to receive mostly 
corrective feedback, focusing on shortcomings in 
their past performance.8 If an employee only gets 
their manager’s attention in a negative context, it 
can make for a very poor employee experience. 
Managers should recognize their remote team 
members’ efforts and achievements and share 
that recognition with the entire team. Aim to strike 
a balance between letting remote employees 
work autonomously and keeping them visible and 
connected to the rest of their team.
Digital technology can be a valuable tool for 
enhancing remote employees’ performance — not 
through surveillance, but rather through enabling 
communication and connection with managers and 
colleagues. Isolation is a major challenge for remote 
teams and organizations, causing employees to quit 
their jobs, perform poorly or behave unethically. 
Remote workers say the biggest downsides of 
this work arrangement are loneliness and a lack of 
communication and collaboration.9

Fortunately, digital collaboration tools,  
particularly videoconferencing, allow remote 
managers to maintain a stronger human 
connection with their direct reports. Remote 
employees are more engaged and productive 
— and enjoy greater social well-being — if they 
communicate regularly with their managers and 
teammates using digital platforms that create 
opportunities for empathy. Maintaining these 
strong connections among remote employees 
can produce many of the same benefits as remote 
employee monitoring without the associated 
costs and risks to engagement and morale.

1 “Your Slack DMs Aren’t As Private As You Think,” Vox.
2 2019 Gartner Future of Talent Analytics Survey
3 “Just Because You’re Working From Home Doesn’t Mean Your Boss Isn’t 

Watching You,” Vox.
4 “PwC Facial Recognition Tool Criticised For Home Working Privacy 

Invasion,” Personnel Today.
5 “2020 COVID-19 State of Remote Work Survey Report,” OneLogin.
6 “The 2020 State of Remote Work,” Buffer.
7 2018 Gartner Digital Employee Experience Survey
8 2020 Gartner Feedback Mini Run
9 "The 2020 State of Remote Work,” Buffer.
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In this Talent Angle interview, 
Harvard’s Tsedal Neeley 
discusses the recent shift 
to remote work in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Neeley offers practical 
guidance for HR leaders 
to help their organizations 
navigate this new reality 
while maintaining employee 
engagement and productivity.

COVID-19 has rapidly accelerated the shift 
to remote work. As a result, companies in all 
industries find themselves with increasingly 
dispersed employees, many working from 
makeshift offices in kitchens, bedrooms and 
garages. As they adjust to this new paradigm, 
HR leaders are grappling with how to effectively 
manage their workforce in a remote environment. 
Tsedal Neeley, a professor at Harvard Business 

School, joined Scott Engler on Gartner’s Talent 
Angle podcast to discuss strategies for driving 
business results while managing dispersed 
and virtual teams. Here is an excerpt from their 
conversation.

Tsedal Neeley is the Naylor 
Fitzhugh professor of 
business administration 
at the Harvard Business 
School. She heads and 
teaches the required 
first-year leadership and 
organizational behavior 

(LEAD) course in the MBA program. Neeley 
also co-chairs the executive course, 
“Leading Global Businesses.” She teaches 
extensively in executive programs such as 
the Global Strategic Management program, 
the Program for Leadership Development 
and the Harvard Business Analytics 
Program. Neeley is a recipient of the 
Charles M. Williams Award for Outstanding 
Teaching in Executive Education and 
the Greenhill Award for outstanding 
contributions to Harvard Business School.

Maintaining Employee 
Performance Amid Crisis 
With Tsedal Neeley
By Stessy Mezeu
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The work you’ve been doing for more than a 
decade is really aligning with where we are now 
from a workforce perspective. The data says two 
of five remote employees don’t feel connected 
to colleagues. And now that so many of us are 
remote that applies to a much larger population, 
so the problem gets exacerbated and multiplied.
Neeley: That’s incredible; 40% is so huge. This is 
what we call being out of sight and out of sync 
and out of sight and out of mind. [When you’re in 
that position], how do you make sure that people 
feel connected? It’s hard work. You have, as a 
leader, to make sure that you create the type of 
culture and conditions to ensure individuals in 
the group feel connected.

One of the topics you need to discuss and, as a 
group, brainstorm [is] the best way members of 
the team can remain connected both formally 
(Meaning: How do we remain connected on a 
professional level? Should we meet every week? 
Should we meet twice a week?) and informally 
(Do we do virtual lunches as a group? Do we do 
[virtual] happy hour as a group?)

You can even do certain things where you don’t 
have to get together as a whole group or as a 
whole team. You can actually just shoot a note to 
one of your team members and have a chitchat 
or just share lunch with one person only or 
two people. You have to build in the amount of 
contact that you need or that you’re used to. And 
there are a number of things you need to do to 
make sure you’re remaining connected, and these 
are the things that I’ve been trying to convey to 
people. It’s not going to happen organically. You 
have to produce and create these opportunities 
for connections.

The big shift to remote work is forcing us to 
rethink the way we work, but it’s also a challenge 
in that you also have to manage the psychological 
aspect of it. What are some of the things from 
a psychological perspective I can do to make 
myself better in this environment? According to 
our data, I’m going to feel disconnected. I’m also 
going to receive more corrective feedback.
The corrective feedback data is very interesting, 
and [that tells] me that there are many managers 
who are learning how to lead virtually. What 
this suggests is that you have managers who 
are learning how to be virtual leaders and who 
are concerned about the performance of their 

teams, which is in turn connected to their 
own performance. They perform through their 
teams, and by giving more corrective feedback 
they’re thinking that … the team’s performance 
will increase, therefore their own performance 
will increase.
What I would say is that these leaders should 
do more coaching and training and help people 
be effective with remote work [rather] than 
provide corrective feedback with whatever 
they’re correcting. Because one of the things 
that I’m observing, unfortunately, is that a lot of 
managers don’t know what they’re doing. 

Monitoring has gone up and questions about 
productivity: “Oh, do I need to check on people 
more?” [Leaders are] looking for deliverables 
in shorter spans of time [when they should 
be] looking for deliverables in longer spans 
of time. [It’s about] trusting remote workers, 
which is exactly what you need to do, versus 
monitoring people more.
When you are a leader of virtual groups [or] global 
groups — which by definition [are] virtual groups 
and you’re overlaying geographical dispersion, 
time zone differences, national differences — 
you’re looking at leaders who can never monitor; 
who have to put together great structures; who 
have to put together the right task roles, the right 
org[anizational] designs, the right objectives, 
and then the right employees; and [who] have 
to trust their team members. It’s no different 
with remote workers because you cannot have 
visibility in people’s work on a daily basis. There’s 
no water cooler conversation, and there’s no 
walking by someone’s desk and chatting about 
this and looking at something. You have to plan 
your conversations through scheduled Zoom or 
whatever your communication means are.
So it’s making people nervous, and this is the 
reason why we’re seeing this dialed up. What does 

You have to build in the amount of 
contact that you need or that you’re 
used to. And there are a number of 
things you need to do to make sure 
you’re remaining connected.
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that do? It doesn’t increase people’s performance. 
The more you monitor people, the less they 
perform. The more you distrust people, the less 
they perform. The more you trust people, the 
more loyal they are [and] the better they perform.
The other thing that’s really important to keep 
in mind is that we are in the midst of a global 
pandemic. In ordinary times, remote work is 
associated with high performance. The data bears 
this out. This is a fact. Remote work yields high 
performance and high productivity. But all of this is 
moderated by the fact that we are in the middle of 
a global pandemic, a crisis. So, people are going to 
be more anxious … which interrupts the day. And 
so, we have to accommodate that. So when we 
look at the data, we need to interpret the data with 
that context. We can’t just decontextualize those.
I saw another data point from a survey 
organization. It found 40% of employees have 
not been asked how they are doing since the 
crisis started. It’s surprising in that you would 
think our collective emotional intelligence 
would be higher at this point. But, it’s also not 
surprising that people are thrown into this new 
mess and they’re executing and treading water.
Wow, 40% not once being asked “how are you 
doing?” You don’t see me. You don’t hear me. 
You don’t know what I’m going through. And if 
the zeitgeist or the world event or the climate 
out in the macro world is of a certain kind and we 
ignore it inside of our organizations and people 
walk into our organization, or now remotely, 
and we [as leaders and organizations] don’t 
acknowledge that there’s something going on 
out in the world, the employees think that we are 
out of touch. We’re tone deaf, and we don’t see 
them or hear them, especially if they’re in pain.
So, they pretend that they’re working, but half 
of them look at us and see us as if we’re out of 
touch. There’s the elephant in the room; you’re 

not mentioning the elephant in the room. I as the 
employee will not mention the elephant in the 
room, but oh boy do I think you’re completely out 
of touch. I will never give you my full self.
Say I’m a company that has gone fully remote, 
and it’s been a disaster. Give me a three-step 
way to start putting everything back together 
in a remote world.
I would do a town hall and a CEO relaunch, 
where you say, “I wish I had done a few things 
differently.” You own any mistake that you’ve 
[made] and say “I wish I had seen this crisis 
differently. I wish I acknowledged these things.” 
People will embrace it in extraordinary ways.
I actually joined a couple of CEOs and joined 
their entire workforce to do this with them and 
shared some best practices, in the same vein 
that you and I did in this conversation around 
how you go about your remote work. How should 
parents think about their day, working in shifts, 
flex time? How should you think about your use 
of technology, getting the tech right? How do 
you make sure you don’t isolate, you remain 
connected, you don’t micromanage, your team 
members feel autonomous and your managers 
learn how to lead virtually and develop the 
coaching and leadership skills? What are the 
opportunities that we have? This is tough, we 
know, but we can do this and do a leadership 
relaunch and set people off to a new start.
We have to make sure we acknowledge what 
people are going through; we have to encourage 
people, and we have to lead in this time of 
crisis. I think we’re all figuring this [as] leaders, 
individuals and teams. The big mistake would 
be to be part of the 40% of people who never 
hear you say “how are you doing today?”, not 
acknowledging what’s going on and not helping 
people get the skills they need to thrive in remote 
work, which you can absolutely do.

“The other thing that’s really important to keep in mind is that we are in the midst 
of a global pandemic. In ordinary times, remote work is associated with high 
performance. The data bears this out. This is a fact. Remote work yields high 
performance and high productivity. But all of this is moderated by the fact that 
we are in the middle of a global pandemic, a crisis. So, people are going to be 
more anxious… which interrupts the day. And so, we have to accommodate that.”

Tsedal Neeley, Professor, Harvard Business School
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Total rewards leaders can use 
this article to understand the 
specific implications of long-
term, post-COVID-19 trends in 
compensation and benefits as 
well as what actions to take to 
prepare for the future.

In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we identified nine key ways the pandemic would 
influence the future of work. Many of these trends 
— increased pressure for employers to act as a 
social safety net, the expansion of contingent labor, 
the (de)humanization of workers, the emergence 
of new top-tier employers and increased 
organizational complexity — have implications for 
total rewards functions. These include:

• Feeling pressure to avoid reducing employee 
compensation during and after the pandemic

• Increasing focus on well-being support

• Deciding which benefits contingent workers 
are eligible for (if any)

• Avoiding a culture of “us versus them” with  
the shift in workforce composition

• Moving away from a one-size-fits-all approach 
to benefits offerings

• Balancing cost-saving measures with their 
impact on the company’s employer brand

• Harmonizing total rewards plans as 
organizations undergo more M&A activity

When looking at these trends in aggregate, 
a common thread stands out: supporting 
employees’ critical needs. In terms of benefits, 
that might mean allowing flexible work 
arrangements or providing more relevant 
benefits in general. In terms of compensation, 
it might translate to rewarding employees 
by performance level or building employees’ 
confidence that pay decisions are made fairly. 
The focus on supporting employees’ needs 
is not necessarily new, as many total rewards 
functions have already either implemented or 
started to work on these efforts. However, in the 
pandemic era and after, there will be greater 
expectations of total rewards to effectively meet 
employees’ needs and greater consequences 
if the function does not. Organizations that 
continue to adapt their total rewards packages 
and practices to meet employees’ needs’ are 
more likely to attract and retain top talent and 
keep their employees engaged. Organizations 
can start implementing a few key actions now  
to get ahead of these long-term trends.

How COVID-19 Will 
Shape the Future 
of Total Rewards
By Bebhinn Stack
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Keep a Constant Pulse  
on Employees
Because of the increased importance of meeting 
employees’ needs, total rewards functions must 
keep a pulse on employee sentiment and needs 
regarding their rewards package. Before the 
pandemic, 49% of organizations were using 
short pulse surveys to measure employee 
sentiment throughout the year in addition to, or 
as a replacement for, large-scale engagement 
surveys, which 74% of organizations still used.1 

At organizations that already deploy pulse 
surveys, total rewards leaders can add a question 
or two about benefits and compensation to 
gather data throughout the year. For those who 
have not adopted pulse surveys yet, total rewards 
leaders can either periodically send out a short 
survey with a question or two to employees 
about benefits and compensation or enhance 
questions on large-scale employee surveys to 
gather more specific data from employees. 
Organizations can also use talent analytics to 
draw insights about employees’ needs and 
concerns based on existing data, including data 
not directly related to rewards.

Reevaluate Benefits 
Offerings Often
As events change the shape of organizations 
and the workforce, the needs and preferences 
of employees will naturally shift and become 
more diverse. If organizations are not proactive 
in identifying these shifts and adjusting their 
rewards packages accordingly, they risk 
damaging employees’ perceptions of their 
rewards and creating benefits inequities 
between employees of different employment 
statuses. These issues in turn can harm their 
ability to attract and retain talent. In addition to 
scheduled benefit plan evaluations, total rewards 
leaders should establish triggers for reassessing 
offerings that include scenarios like economic 
crises, major adjustments to organizational 
strategy (such as entrance into a new market) 
and changes in workforce demographics. If the 
reassessment identifies a new benefit need, 
consider taking a minimum viable product 
(MVP) approach, launching the offering quickly 
to gauge its impact on talent outcomes. Red 
Hat, for example, uses the MVP model to rapidly 
introduce, evaluate and scale rewards based on 
their demonstrated value (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Approach to Introducing New Rewards

Red Hat's Approach

Source: Adapted From Red Hat
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Action-Aligned

Value-Aligned

Additionally, total rewards leaders should 
provide some level of choice to their benefits 
offerings. While only 8% of organizations have 
experimented with a la carte benefits, that type 
of rewards strategy can better meet the diverse 
and changing needs of employees than only 
offering various levels of a benefit.2 By increasing 
the relevance of rewards offerings through 
choice, organizations can see an increase in 
performance of up to 12%.3 To prevent employees 
from experiencing choice paralysis with an a la 
carte benefits package, total rewards leaders 
should constrain choice by offering a lifestyle 
spending account (a broad well-being account 
employees can use as needs arise throughout 
the year) and make critical benefits mandatory. 
This will also help employees make smart 
enrollment decisions.

Communicate Relevant 
Benefits to Employees 
Proactively
Communication most effectively drives 
employees to use and value their benefits if it 
is relevant to the employees’ individual needs.4 
By keeping a pulse on employee perceptions 
and establishing a trigger-based benefits review 
process, total rewards leaders should have a 
solid understanding of which benefits are most 
relevant to employees. In turn, communication 
should focus primarily on highlighting those 
timely offerings and be delivered through the 
channels and sources that drive action and/
or value for employees, depending on which 
outcome is most important (see Figures 2 and 3).

Figure 2. Impact of Communication Channels on Action and Value
Percentage Increase in Participation and Perceived Value

n = 6,007; 114
Source: 2018 Gartner Employee Benefits Communications Survey; 2018 Gartner Organizational Benefits Communications Survey
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Action-Aligned

Value-Aligned

Reinforce (or Establish) a 
Pay-for-Performance Culture
Employees want to be rewarded for the work 
they do and their level of performance. At a time 
when many employees are not only going above 
and beyond to help their firm through a crisis 
but also dealing with elevated financial stress, 
rewards and recognition are likely top of mind for 
most, if not all, employees. Total rewards leaders 
must double down on pay for performance 
moving forward and effectively differentiate 
pay for top contributors. This approach will 
help boost the performance of top and core 
contributors while also meeting employees’ 
desire for fairness in pay. 
If the organization is under financial constraints, 
total rewards leaders can exercise levers like 
nonmonetary recognition to reward employees 
for their performance. Recognition without any 

form of monetary reward is a cost-effective, 
powerful tool for total rewards leaders to use, 
as its impact on employee performance and 
engagement is equivalent to receiving a 2.6% 
increase in compensation.5 

Additionally, total rewards leaders can recognize 
up to two-thirds of the workforce before the 
effect on performance decreases, meaning it 
can be widely used throughout the organization. 
To see the greatest lift on performance, total 
rewards leaders should design recognition 
programs that acknowledge employees for their 
performance individually, rather than as part of 
a group, in front of a large audience, whether 
through a live ceremony or company newsletter. 
If possible, organizations should maintain a 
small budget to provide merit increases, short-
term incentive payouts, and promotions to top 
performers and use these programs to recognize 
the performance of core contributors.

Figure 3. Impact of Communication Sources on Action and Value
Percentage Increase in Participation and Perceived Value

n = 6,007; 114
Source: 2018 Gartner Employee Benefits Communications Survey; 2018 Gartner Organizational Benefits Communications Survey
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Provide Transparency in Pay 
Communication
Effectively establishing and maintaining a pay-
for-performance process is only effective if 
employees are aware of and confident in how pay 
decisions are made. You can improve employees’ 
confidence in your pay practices by increasing 
transparency in your communication, particularly 
on four topics:
• How to influence pay through performance
• The process through which pay is determined
• External equity
• Internal equity

Our research shows transparent communication 
about these key topics can increase employee 
confidence in pay practices by up to 14.6%.6 
Many total rewards leaders’ biggest concerns 
about providing transparency are employees’ 
reactions and misidentifying the right level 
of transparency for their organization. At a 
time when organizations’ actions are under 
increased scrutiny, these barriers to providing 
transparency may feel heightened. In turn, total 
rewards leaders should anchor their approach 
to transparency in their organization’s current 
culture to create a more authentic narrative for 
employees and assess the level of transparency 
that makes sense for each of these topics.
The long-term trends and implications of the 
COVID-19 pandemic for total rewards can seem 
daunting, especially with mounting external 
and internal pressure on HR to get things right. 
However, pursuing an employee-centric rewards 
strategy, which many organizations already aim to 
do, will position your total rewards team to meet 
the demands of the post-COVID-19 workforce.

1 2018 Gartner Employee Engagement Measurement Quick Poll 
2 2019 Gartner Pulse on Employee Choice in Total Rewards Plan Design
3 2018 Gartner Benefits Communication Employee Survey
4 2018 Gartner Organizational Benefits Communications Survey
5 2019 Gartner Employee Preferences Survey
6 2018 Gartner Pay Communication Employee Survey
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