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Introduction
To say 2020 has been one of the most trying years in 
recent memory is an understatement. We are facing 
unprecedented stressors that impact the workplace,  
the family, our sense of self and well-being and the 
culture at large. COVID-19 not only has changed the 
landscape of work but is continuing to metamorphose, 
requiring a near-constant adaptation to what has  
been dubbed the “new normal.”

Compounding these emotional stressors is the current and sustained movement toward 
racial justice within the U.S. and around the world. This long-due self-reflection on social 
disparities has led us to address systemic inequities in our workplaces, communities, and 
healthcare systems as we come face-to-face with the perils of being Black and Brown in 
America. A newfound focus not only on equality but the concept of anti-racism, has played 
out against the most unusual and polarizing U.S. election cycles in recent memory.  
We are not only “sheltering in place” but consuming a daily diet of stressful news and 
uncertainty. And, finally, a focus on personal economics and the broader health of the  
global economy is a looming presence in many minds.
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Figure 1. As 2020 crises have waxed and waned over time, we can expect our employees’ stress responses have followed suit.

Figure 2. The ability to cope and be resilient naturally declines over time.
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Turnover rates in U.S. businesses have been staggering.  
In the most recent report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
there was a net employment loss of six million jobs year-on-
year from September 2019 to September 2020, accounting for 
both new hires and separations. In September, separations 
due to employee resignations increased to three million.  
The implications for many small-to-midsize businesses are 
cumulatively damaging.1  

We humans are highly adaptable to our environments, 
including our ability to deal with long-term stresses. But that 

skillset—our propensity for resilience—can be depleted. The 
good news, however, is that resilience can be shored up. Much 
like a muscle, regular use of our resilience will build its strength. 

It may feel a bit uncomfortable to discuss, but your 
employees are, first and foremost, people, with hopes and 
fears and anxieties. Assuaging—or, at the minimum, 
acknowledging—those anxieties is a productive first step 
toward maintaining your organization’s business goals. 
This is why you need an authentic and consistent resiliency 
communications plan. 

Building Employee Resilience  
Environmental, social, racial and economic challenges have created a 
renewed focus on effective employee engagement to ensure productivity, 
support employee mental and emotional health and find our collective way  
in the new normal. This all has measurable and immediate impacts on 
business, such as lowered productivity, absenteeism and “presenteeism.” 



Despite our ability to adroitly manage stress, we can all use 
training to bolster resilience. Most people can dig deep and  
tap into their resilience if they have a few tools in their toolbox. 
Communicating from a place of authenticity and truth is step 
one in helping build this skill set among your employees.

Traditional employee engagement and internal 
communications rely on one-way communication. Resiliency 
communications relies heavily on two-way communication—
listening to employee needs and concerns, eliminating any 

obstacles you can and, at the least, reflecting back to teams 
that they are heard and that you are striving to address all  
of their concerns. Virtual roundtables, brief pulse survey, or 
even management listening tours are some ways you can stay 
in tune to employee needs and expectations.

Further, your organization can help foster a sense of purpose 
among employees by helping teams identify the value they 
bring to the workplace and the direct and indirect impacts 
they have on the company.
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The Case for Resiliency 
Communications  
re·sil·ience (/rəˈzilyəns/)—the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; 
toughness; noun
-Oxford Dictionary

Five key attributes point to a person’s ability to cope with disruption without feeling defeated and giving up:

Knowing what 
they can control

Finding threads  
of positivity 
despite the 
adversity 

Being nimble; 
setting up a 

flexible plan to 
address and 
reevaluate 
challenges 

Not blaming 
themselves or 

focusing on  
their “failings”

Thinking 
beyond 

themselves

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE SHOWS US THAT  
RESILIENCE ISN’T A PERSONALITY TRAIT. INSTEAD, IT IS A SKILL. 



CONSIDER YOUR ORGANIZATION’S SPECIFIC NEEDS 

Think about your company’s style, size and global reach. What training needs do your 
managers, employees and partners need? 

COMMIT TO TRANSPARENCY

Insofar as your organization will allow legally, regulatorily and culturally, we strongly  
urge you to shoot straight with your employees. If there are delays in getting back to the 
workplace, or if you do not even have an answer for a particular need, open communication 
about each issue is a best practice. 

DETERMINE THE CADENCE OF COMMUNICATIONS

You may find your organization will thrive on more or less information than another.  
Make a list of necessary communications and determine a timeline for sharing what feels 
right for your culture. Depending on your organization’s culture, you may choose to hold  
a series of one-on-one meetings, invite small groups to virtual fireside chats or develop  
a caring colleague phone tree for employees to make themselves available to colleagues  
for emotional support.

CRAFT A RESILIENCY   
COMMUNICATIONS PLAN
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So, how do we advance business goals in spite of a displaced workforce? By developing a thoughtful, future-
proofing plan, you can revitalize your workforce and impart agility in the face of uncertainty and anxiety.

We have identified three steps toward revitalization. Keep in mind, your organization’s culture and needs may 
require different tactics, but the overall framework persists.

How we all managed the pandemic at its start and what we need to do now may be vastly different. We have 
found the need to evolve our communications strategy as conditions have changed, but the commitment to 
transparency and regular communications remains.



Managers and leadership should consider these variables as 
they engage with employees to ensure they reflect authentic 
concern and to learn what needs are emerging from the staff. 
Simply and genuinely asking, “How are you doing?” and being 
willing to hear a genuine response is an easy way to open up 
two-way dialogue. This is one simple way to establish “safe 
zones” for employees to express and process their emotional 
well-being needs without worry about judgment. From a 

practical standpoint, consider working with human resources 
to reevaluate any services or resources that employees can 
access, whether that is your organization’s existing employee 
assistance program or creating new programs to support 
employee families. This may include additional personal days, 
wellness programs, tutoring services for school-at-home 
challenges or gift matching programs to align with employee 
commitments to volunteering or social impact campaigns. 
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Address the Person,  
Not Just the Employee
Given the ongoing nature of this crisis, there is more emphasis now on  
one-to-one connection, creating opportunities for employees to engage 
with each other as people and to demonstrate empathy for each other.  
At this time of year, in particular, it is important to recognize that all of  
the stressors of 2020 are now being compounded by the holiday season, 
which can often bring more work, pressure and impacts on family 
dynamics than in a standard year.



TAKE A BEAT  
BEFORE YOU REACT

BE SENSITIVE TO HOW  
YOU FRAME UP TOPICS

ASSUME YOUR COLLEAGUES 
HAVE GOOD INTENTIONS 

CHECK IN WITH YOUR 
COLLEAGUES TO MAKE SURE 

YOUR INTENDED MESSAGE  
WAS ACCURATELY RECEIVED

Amplify Team Dynamics 
Keep in mind, we all fall victim to a common “transparency bias” that causes 
us to assume everyone around us knows what we are thinking. This can lead 
to unrealistic expectations in our relationships and avoidable misunderstandings. 
To navigate transparency bias in your day-to-day communications with 
colleagues, it helps to: 
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Meet the Unique  
Needs of Managers 
We ask a lot of our people managers, and these intertwined crises have put  
a lot of additional pressure on this mission-critical level. We are asking them 
to lead when there is no clear path forward. If ever our managers needed 
guidance, it is now. The rules of engagement are not that different from  
what all our employees need: regular communication, being heard and  
our commitment to transparency, even in the face of the unknown. 

Thrive in  
Healthcare Communications  
Despite Adversity 
For those of us specializing in the healthcare space, we have a unique set of 
pressures that some other industries may not face. For example, as essential 
businesses, healthcare companies always put patients first, but now that need 
is greater than ever. We have seen hurdles to patient access to care and life-
saving medicines due to supply chain logistics and regulatory delays. But the 
industry perseveres, in no small part because patient need is a primary business 
driver—and a primary motivator for employees who find purpose in their role. 
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A key need for managers now is helping them to build and maintain trust with their direct reports and to foster empathy while 
still driving performance and delivering results. First, it is imperative to extend help in the form of mentorship and access to senior 
managers. Simply listening to manager struggles and offering practical tips and tools from a seasoned senior leader can be priceless.

Scaling up, your organization should provide training for people managers in resiliency best practices and provide them with  
a customized playbook tailored to their needs. Consider convening a think tank to source hurdles and areas for development. 

As a healthcare-centric business, we believe the vulnerability and openness that this year has enabled will also make us more 
empathetic to the struggles of others, and will enable us to approach patient and healthcare professional communications 
needs with even more empathy and authenticity. We have an opportunity to remain patient-centric AND employee-centric.
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So, What Is Next?
Supporting our employees is in the best interest of our 
business. We owe our colleagues a dignified, authentic 
response to their rightful concerns about work, life and 
the state of affairs across the globe. Enacting resiliency 
communications is a head-on way to lead. 

It is okay not to have all the answers, but it is crucial to make a solid attempt to connect with 
and support your colleagues. Three things you can do right away are to audit your business 
culture to determine where any communications gaps are, commit to appropriate transparency 
and develop a communications cadence that meets your organization’s unique needs.

If you are ready to create a resiliency communications plan and would like some hands-on 
direction, Syneos Health® is available to co-develop a bespoke strategy for your company. 

As we all get ready for what comes next, whether that is hunkering down for more work from 
home time or shifting back to office spaces, it is a good time to think about what lessons and 
best practices we wish to bring forward into our culture. For example, did virtual coffee chats 
strengthen collegial relations? Then, keep it up even after the return! Conversely, are there 
practices that are best left in the past? Make those changes. Moving forward is a bit of a blank 
slate. Your organization is dynamic and will benefit from regular self-reflection and 
adjustment during and after 2020.



1. Bureau of Labor Statistics Job Opening and Labor Turnover Survey. www.bls.gov/covid19/job-openings-and-labor-turnover-
covid19-september-2020.htm. Accessed Nov 13, 2020
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