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The COVID-19 health crisis has included countless twists and turns, especially for HR leaders 
tasked with determining changes to Total Rewards (TR) in real-time. 
 
At the beginning of the year, you knew exactly how to match compensation and benefits to 
company strategy and objectives. Then, everything changed and you spent countless hours 
matching up your organization’s new strategy and objectives to TR for employees. 
 
Your team may still be in the process of making these adjustments and communicating the 
changes to the C-Suite, stakeholders, and affected employees. Through this process, though, is 
an important reminder to continue driving toward the retention of high-performing employees. 
 
Some of your previous mechanisms for incentivizing these employees may have changed. Now, 
it’s time to think through how to continue driving toward retention if your ability to incentivize has 
changed or been significantly impacted. 
 
Start With a Review of Available Financial Resources 
 
Budgets have been reduced. Pay cuts have been made. Projects have been delayed. Despite 
these challenges, HR leaders still need to think through how to continue driving toward 
employee retention through the use of financial incentives, even when the business has been 
disrupted by COVID-19 and budgets have been restricted for rewarding employees for their 
performance. 
 
This requires starting with a review of the financial resources you do have available. There is no 
time to dwell on the resources you previously had to work with. Now, you need to be strategic 
about utilizing today’s resources and being creative about increasing the value of the TR 
package for high-performing employees. 
 
One of the most popular options in this current environment is to use long-term incentives for 
retention such as equity. This is ideal for publicly-traded companies that can offer shares of 
company stock to high-performing employees that need to be incentivized for retention to 
navigate post-coronavirus business challenges. For privately-held companies that do not have 
stocks, there is an opportunity to create “phantom stocks” that allow you to render additional pay 
to the employee at a future date when certain conditions are met. 
 
The question becomes: which employees should receive this financial incentive or a similar 
financial incentive to drive toward retention? While it would be ideal to offer this incentive to 
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each eligible employee, HR leaders need to make critical decisions about how to balance the 
needs of the organization with the need to be fair to each employee. 
 
The key is evaluating employee performance against your organization’s new strategy and 
objectives that were established and communicated during the health crisis. This approach 
requires a mindset shift because you can no longer wait for the next review period. HR leaders 
need to consider two actions: 
 
1. Proactively review employee performance to identify the high-performing employees who 
contributed to your company’s ability to make it through the disruption. 
 
2. Look ahead to which employees will be essential to the success of the organization in the 
new direction. 
 
Remember to revisit your organization’s revised strategy and objectives following COVID-19. 
Ensure that any rewards tie back to retaining employees who are critical for supporting the new 
strategy and objective. But, don’t blindly incentivize certain employees if they were not 
high-performing just in an effort to retain them. Let the new strategy and objectives intelligently 
guide you on these key TR decisions to drive toward retention. 
 
Considerations for Distributing Rewards 
 
During your careful review of which employees to reward, you should develop a strategy for how 
to distribute available rewards. With budget reductions and a limited number of shares to offer 
as an equity incentive, you will need to be strategic about how to divvy up the pie. 
 
- Should you evenly distribute smaller financial rewards to a large number of high-performing 
employees? 
 
- Or, should you distribute larger financial rewards to a select number of high-performing 
employees that are critical to success? 
 
To support this decision-making process, be sure to refer back to your company’s compensation 
philosophy and written policies. The compensation philosophy serves as the “compass” and 
explains why and how employees are paid. It is the framework for which pay policies, 
guidelines, and pay practices are created for the purpose of attracting, retaining, and motivating 
employees. 
 
For example, companies that place high value on overall equity and fairness may choose to 
spread rewards more evenly and further down the organization to cover more employees. 
Conversely, organizations that place higher value for performance often times will provide larger 
rewards to only select few. The reality is most companies strive to balance between the two 



 

options. Regardless of the path, you will need to ensure that decisions align with the philosophy 
and anything that is in writing, which will help minimize discrepancies or disputes. 
 
As you walk through this process of evaluating your company’s new strategy and objectives and 
verifying alignment with the compensation philosophy, also consider the roles and 
responsibilities of each eligible employee. 
 
Certain executives may oversee a significant amount of core business activity that is critical to 
the overall health of the organization. Whereas, other executives may oversee secondary or 
tertiary business activity that is still important for revenue generation and overall profitability, but 
is not considered core business. 
 
However, if an executive overseeing a secondary business unit has performed better than an 
executive overseeing the core business, a decision about fairness will need to be made. Should 
one executive be rewarded greater than the other because of their value to the company or their 
individual performance? Or, should they be equally rewarded? What is the equitable decision to 
make? 
 
Distributing available incentives will require difficult decisions. That’s why HR leaders need to be 
proactive, thorough, and strategic to arrive at the best position to drive toward retention. Plus, 
your team will be held accountable for how you used available incentives to reward 
high-performing employees and increase retention. You need to be able to validate the retention 
strategy, prove why certain decisions were made in consideration of the compensation 
philosophy, and effectively communicate the decisions to affected parties. 
 
The Importance of Communicating Changes to Incentives 
 
During the review process, HR leaders need to stay in constant communication with the C-Suite 
and stakeholders about changes to compensation and benefits. Then, when it’s time to 
communicate decisions to employees, the communication needs to be clear and considerate. 
 
- Clarity includes presenting decisions in a concise and succinct manner that relays the most 
important information in as few words as possible. Be selective about which business data you 
use in the communication to not overwhelm the recipient or to sound defensive. 
 
- Consideration includes expressing an understanding that the changes may not be ideal or 
even within the expectations of what a certain employee may have been expecting. Perhaps a 
high-ranking employee was on track to reach a certain milestone that would have resulted in a 
significant financial reward. However, COVID-19 disrupted progress toward that milestone, the 
company changed strategy and objectives, and now the expected reward has been significantly 
affected. 
 



 

When communicating the new compensation package, you need to proactively address the 
“why” behind the change because it’s certainly in the mind of the recipient. The goal should be 
to express an understanding of potential disappointment, but to encourage the employee to 
follow up with questions and concerns that can be discussed further. 
 
In an effort to achieve both clarity and consideration, HR leaders need to provide an opportunity 
for employees to gain a deeper understanding of how the change supports the overall health of 
the organization. Drive toward alignment with the company’s new objectives in an effort to 
support employee retention. 
 
At the end of the day, employees want to know that their worth to the organization was 
considered, they are being treated fairly in respect to their performance and position in the 
organization, and they have an opportunity to be part of the future growth and success of the 
organization, which is why equity incentives can be a valuable piece of the puzzle. 
 
Also, as part of your internal communication, don’t forget to leverage the opportunity to offer 
training and development as a method to increase retention. Employees will see this as a sign 
of good faith that the organization is still invested in their individual growth despite the current 
conditions. It’s a simple, yet valuable tool to continue incentivizing high-performing employees to 
remain committed to the company’s new direction. 
 
Plus, you may also consider offering benefits such as the ability to continue working from home 
if appropriate for their role, introducing flexible work schedules, and other employee-first 
programs. In addition to driving toward employee retention, these measures create an 
opportunity to generate cost-savings that will help your organization during the coronavirus 
recovery period. Seek out opportunities such as these examples to achieve a dual victory of 
supporting employees and the organization. 
 
In Conclusion About Incentivizing High-Performing Employees 
 
COVID-19 has forced many HR leaders to hunker down and make critical day-to-day decisions 
to support immediate business continuity. But, don’t wait too long to review employee 
performance and strategize creative methods to incentivize employees. 
 
The economy will eventually recover and high-performing employees will feel like they have 
more options. Don’t wait for them to test the market seeking alternative employment options. 
Make them part of the recovery story of your organization now. Utilize financial incentives as 
part of your TR program and consider introducing other programs to increase the likelihood of 
valuable employees remaining with your organization for the long haul. 
 
Tam Nguyen is an international business management & human resources leader possessing 
expertise and technical knowledge in the areas of strategic human capital management and 
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