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David Mallon (David): Welcome back to 
Capital H. Today, Burt and I are excited to be 
joined by a couple of our Deloitte colleagues 
for a bit of a roundtable discussion about 
this global health crisis that’s affecting all of 
our lives. As each of us, from governments 
to businesses, leaders, teams, individuals, 
works to secure everyone’s continued health 
and well-being, we want to take a moment to 
reflect on what we’re hearing from you as to 
how you and your organizations  
are responding.

Burt Rea (Burt): Thank you, David. It’s great 
to be with you all today. Before we dive in, 
we’d like to offer our sympathy to those 
families and loved ones who may have been 
directly affected by this pandemic and our 
heartfelt thanks to the essential workers, 
health care providers, and policy makers 
who are leading the way as we all navigate 
these unprecedented times.

David: Yes, thanks, Burt. Let’s welcome 
our guests for today. With us are two of our 

Deloitte colleagues, both from the Bersin 
team, both repeat visitors to this podcast. 
First, Pete DeBellis; he’s leader of our Total 
Rewards research. Welcome, Pete.

Pete DeBellis (Pete): Thank you very much, 
David, and thank you for having me back. 
Glad to be here.

David: And Julie Duda; she leads Bersin’s 
Member Advisory team. Welcome, Julie. 
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Julie Duda (Julie): Hi. I’m very happy to be 
here with you. 

David: Great. So for going on about a month, 
dealing with the implications of COVID-19 has 
been top of mind for our Bersin members, 
and, not surprisingly, many have reached out 
to us with related questions. Besides many 
one-on-one conversations, we’ve also tried 
to create some opportunities for members 
not just to talk to us, but to talk to each 
other, to share stories, to ask questions, to 
strengthen their own networks. Pete, we’re 
going to start with you. Give us a sense of  
the real on-the-ground impact of  
the coronavirus.

Pete: What I’ve been struck by, David, is that 
there isn’t a one common experience here. 
Organizations are experiencing impact from 
COVID across a wide spectrum, from all the 
way on one end maybe having businesses 
be completely disrupted and shut down 
altogether, over to other organizations at 
which business continues at least  
somewhat as usual, and then all the way to  
organizations maybe in the health care or 
essential retail fields that are busier than 
ever before.

If you think about that spectrum of 
impact, some businesses are experiencing 
very different impacts inside the same 
organization, across different business units 
or departments. So even that spectrum itself 
may be different, depending on where in the 
organization you are. One that does seem to 
be shared across all organizations is that HR 
folks are seeking connection, and perhaps 
now more than ever, not just because of the 
effects of isolation and physical distancing, 
but because it really takes a village to get 
through an unprecedented situation like this, 
so your circle—your ecosystem, if you will—
both inside and outside your organization, is 
just so important today.

Julie Duda: I have to agree with you, Pete. 
HR practitioners are so busy helping guide 
their organizations and their people, and 
when faced with such an unusual situation, 
it’s great to see how much our members are 
able to lean on each other for ideas, support, 
and validation.

Burt: Julie, when I hear you mention 
connection, my mind immediately goes to 
the importance of communication and the 
new ways that we’re finding to communicate 
with each other. What have you been hearing 
on that front?

Julie: We’ve definitely heard the 
importance of a lot of clear, transparent, 
and, maybe most importantly, very human 
communication. It can be overwhelming 
to their people if you communicate too 
frequently and too much volume. We’re 
hearing that organizations are starting to 
figure out the appropriate cadence and 
the necessity of creating kind of a single 
face for the communications, the kind of 
official word. Also valued are consolidated 
websites or places for workers to find all the 
communications and resources so they  
don’t have to keep up in the moment.

At the same time, besides that official kind of 
channel, it’s important that they’re ensuring 
one-on-one communication is happening 
with people, managers directly with their 
people, which can sometimes be difficult. 
Some organizations are providing their 
people managers with tools, resources, 
guides for how to have those conversations.

Burt: Julie, I couldn’t agree more. It seems 
like communications is really important, 
especially for our remote workers, which 
most of us are today.

Pete, to you, what have you heard about how 
organizations are dealing with remote work 
challenges? How are we getting through this?

Pete: Burt, I would say organizations are 
experiencing remote work during this crisis 
in a wide variety of ways. Some were already 
used to it and using it to a fair extent, and 
they’ve been able to make the transition to 
remote work relatively quickly and effectively. 
Others hadn’t done much of it in the past 
and, frankly, were not prepared to deal 
with remote work from a technology or 
from a process perspective, so some of the 
challenges that we’re hearing on the remote 
work front are, foundationally, how to make 
sure that employees have the technology 
they need to do their jobs, both hardware 

and software. This really flows through, it 
impacts expense reimbursement policies 
and procurement activities, things like that.

And then another foundational challenge 
is figuring out who can or should work 
remotely. Some organizations are rotating 
who works from home in order to keep the 
numbers inside their facilities low enough 
to allow for physical distancing. Others 
are keeping on-site only the workers who 
absolutely cannot work from home, and I 
think, in a lot of cases, initial decisions that 
were made based on who is “essential” may 
have been revised as organizations realize 
that just because someone is essential to  
the operations of their business, that  
doesn’t necessarily mean they can’t do  
their job remotely.

Then I think that looking at how to help 
maintain cultural connection within the 
organization and how to fight off those 
feelings of isolation or disconnection is 
another really common challenge. We heard 
from organizations who have been using 
their video communication technologies 
and employing more frequent check-ins and 
virtual happy hours or social events and 
just generally being very intentional about 
reaching out and connecting. 

Dependent care is another big challenge for 
a lot of workers right now, and organizations 
are trying to help support this from a 
benefits perspective, but in many cases, the 
options just really aren’t there. Flexibility and 
understanding really are the order of the 
day. Expecting workers to be just as effective 
as they were on-site pre-COVID, and to show 
no signs of struggling, juggling their home 
lives . . . it just isn’t reasonable.

Finally, for all those challenges I’m rattling off 
here about working remotely, I do think some 
organizations are being very purposeful 
in how they think about potential silver 
linings here to the situation, so beyond just 
being thankful that their work can be done 
remotely, or perhaps for how the work being 
done or the organization’s mission might be 
responding to the virus. For example, virtual 
meetings they’re holding nowadays have 
much more diverse attendance, broader 
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audiences, because people are no longer 
focusing just on the people physically near 
them, but including a broader swath of 
attendees, since everyone is virtual anyway. 
I think that’s one interesting example of a 
potential silver lining here.

David: So, Pete, you’ve mentioned some 
industries, and, even within certain 
organizations, there are some functions 
or departments where there’s just a lot of 
people who have to be working on-site. 
There’s not a choice if you’re in a grocery 
store or you’re in a hospital or similar 
settings; people have to come to the building 
and actually work as they always have. When 
it comes to communications with those parts 
of the organization, what are you hearing 
from our members there?

Pete: Yeah, David, I think you’re spot-on. 
There’s all of a sudden this whole new 
segmentation to the workforce that’s 
become incredibly relevant. It’s those who 
can work remotely versus those who have 
to be on-site, and there’s a pretty bright line 
separating the two, and, frankly, those who 
must go on-site are in many cases facing 
increased stress and increased risks to do 
that on the front line. For those on-site, some 
of the challenges that we’re hearing about 
and the ways they’re being addressed are, 
first, how do we physically distance that 
work? It’s one thing to say you have to be 
on-site, but what do you do once you get 
there? We’ve heard about staggering shifts 
or spacing out desks and workspaces. Maybe 
taking over space from coworkers who can 
work remotely and closing cafeterias and 
reducing the size or banning in-person 
meetings altogether. So there’s that physical 
distance element. 

Then there’s the whole how to deal with 
supplying, cleaning, decontaminating 
facilities, so all of a sudden, environmental 
health and safety professionals and 
professionals everywhere are scrambling to 
provide wipes and sanitizer, cleaners, and 
all sorts of personal protective equipment. 
They’re redoubling their cleaning efforts for 
on-site facilities, especially any high-traffic or 
high-touch areas, sometimes closing facilities 
for periodic deep cleaning. 

We hear about businesses that have 
traditionally operated 24 hours a day 
maybe closing an hour a day, changing 
their schedule, their approach, to facilitate 
that type of deep cleaning. Then I guess, 
finally, I would point out other sort of safety-
oriented process and policy changes; for 
example, prohibiting visitors or reminding 
employees not to come in if they’re sick or 
to go home immediately if they don’t feel 
well. Some organizations are even using 
thermometers or thermal scanning to check 
body temperature or requiring employees 
to take their own temperature and check on 
their own well-being before they come in. So 
those are, I think, a few different examples 
of the broad categories of what we’re seeing 
organizations have to deal with with respect 
to their on-site, in-person workforce. 

Burt: Pete, I think this is a precursor, or 
possibly a preview, for some organizations 
that might be sort of waiting for the all-
clear signal but yet may have to get back 
to work sooner in this sort of clean-room 
environment with these types of safety 
measures in place. So I think we can 
learn some lessons from some of the 
organizations that are operating in this 
environment with these measures.

But stepping back from the front line for 
a second, what about the impact on HR’s 
regular services and programs? At some 
point, we’re going to have to do performance 
management or learning other day-to-
day activities that HR provides. What are 
we seeing with regard to these types of 
capabilities? Julie, please jump in if you’ve got 
some perspective as well. 

Julie: Definitely. I think the talent programs 
that are top of mind for our members 
and for other HR professionals is going to 
evolve as the weeks progress. Performance 
management and learning, for somewhat 
different reasons, and some overlapping. 
You know, in the learning space, it’s funny, 
because we’ve been talking about learning 
technology for virtual types of learning for 
a long time, but that doesn’t mean that 
organizations have adopted that wholesale, 
and they’ve still leaned very heavily on in-
person programs. So we’re having a lot of 

conversations with organizations who are 
struggling to figure out “How do we now 
both begin doing more remote and virtual 
learning? How do we convert the programs 
we’ve already created in a way that will still 
be engaging, valid, and create the outcomes 
that we’re trying to do learning-wise? And last 
of all, how do you handle training that seems 
like it has to be hands-on?”

If you’re trying to train someone in a 
health care setting on how to do a certain 
procedure, you do need to be close to 
them to demonstrate and watch how they 
do it and give them feedback, or in a food 
service setting, how do you properly cut a 
sandwich and wrap it? Organizations are 
trying to figure that out, and are starting 
to, which is great. Similarly, in performance 
management, organizations who are 
at different points in the annual cycle 
are definitely facing different things. So 
similar to some of the kind of spectrum 
of issues that Pete has mentioned a few 
times, organizations who finished their 
performance year at the end of the calendar 
year, they may have just already been paying 
out bonuses, finishing up their cycle, and 
they’re mostly concerned with “How are we 
going to set goals for this year? How do we 
figure that out in this kind of bizarre setting?”

Other organizations are just maybe wrapping 
up end-of-year, starting to figure out “How 
are we going to evaluate process?” And 
we’re hearing some murmurings that some 
organizations may decide to skip it all this 
year, saving differentiation for a later date, 
and at this point, trying to acknowledge the 
effort everyone is making.

Other organizations feel that, no, now 
is the time for really good performance 
enablement to happen, and they feel that the 
process and the approach they’ve developed 
as an organization will help their organization 
through these times. So definitely hearing 
two different stories there. The big piece 
related to this is going to be, how do we, 
again, continue to adjust goals throughout 
the year, and how will things play out to 
influence that over time? I think  
some organizations are kind of waiting  
to see where things go. 
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Lastly, we’re starting to hear a little bit about 
talent acquisition, and you might think, “Wait, 
who’s hiring?” But as Pete mentioned, there’s 
certain businesses, certain organizations, 
where they still need people; they may need 
more people than ever. Well, what happens 
to interviewing if you can’t be face-to-face? 
So again, something that’s already been on 
the rise the past few years, remote video 
interviewing, I think is really beginning to take 
off in this situation for those organizations.

Others, instead of hiring, are trying to figure 
out “How do we move the people in this part 
of the organization, who are underutilized at 
this time, over to the part of the organization 
that needs help?” So there’s a lot going on, 
and I think it’ll continue to unfold as we get 
further along in the whole situation. 

David: Pete, I know your particular focus, 
from a research point of view, is rewards,  
so I do want you to talk about how 
organizations are adapting or adjusting their 
rewards programs at this time, but maybe 
also use this as a chance to help wrap up  
our overall conversation today by talking 
about related bigger-picture themes, sort  
of overall well-being, the employee  
experience, and so on? 

Pete: Sure. To talk about rewards, I’d 
really go back to that spectrum we talked 
about earlier in the conversation of how 
organizations are experiencing impact to 
the virus, because rewards programs are so 
context- and so organization-dependent. 
Some organizations are slashing or freezing 
pays and looking to their rewards programs 
as a cost-containment lever to pull right now, 
and at the same time, many organizations 
are implementing temporary pay raises or 
bonuses for frontline workers who are facing 
greater demands and risks. Still others have 
given what is now being termed “COVID 
bonuses” to their entire workforces to 
help them get through these trying times, 
so very different contexts as you go from 
organization to organization.

To your point about well-being, benefits 
and well-being programs broadly are really 
being tested right now. Lots of government-
mandated changes to how health insurance 
works and what it must cover around COVID 

in particular in the US, and we’ve definitely 
heard from a few organizations around the 
world who have found different ways to 
expand certain coverages in their benefits 
programs to better meet the current needs 
of an organization that in many cases has 
employees, their customers for these 
services, who are experiencing incredible 
amounts of stress and challenges to their 
physical, mental, financial, and  
emotional health. 

Following on Julie’s comments a moment 
ago about performance management, I think 
organizations are really starting to think now 
about what they’ll do going forward with 
respect to their recurring compensation 
program, so as they start to think about 
weathering this storm and recovering, what 
are they going to do the next salary increase 
cycle or the next bonus cycle? If they do pay 
bonuses, do they need to apply discretion 
and bump bonuses up in light of challenges 
that might render whatever metrics they 
were using to be pretty much irrelevant, or 
perhaps they need to modify bonuses down 
because they’re conserving cash for survival?

Also, for publicly traded organizations, what 
are the implications of a really disrupted 
and volatile equity market as it pertains 
to equity compensation, stock options, 
and restricted stock, and so on? So many 
different considerations depending on 
the organization itself, the industry, and 
the context, but no doubt, David, it’s an 
overarching challenge to well-being and 
the benefits programs, and it’s time for 
rewards folks to answer that bell on a variety 
of fronts, irrespective of which end of the 
spectrum their organization is on.

Burt: On that note, Julie, Pete, thank you for 
joining us and sharing your perspectives for 
a very engaging discussion on a topic that 
we’re all thinking about: how organizations 
are responding to the current pandemic and 
how it relates to the work, the workforce,  
and the workplace. 

David: Yes, and thank you all out there for 
listening in today, and join us next time as we 
dive into more topics and trends that focus 
on putting humans at the center of work.
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