
 
 
Leadership Principles for Comp & Benefits in Times of Uncertainty 
By Tam Nguyen, CEO and Human Capital Principal of NB Business Solutions 
 
Uncertainty has become an unexpected companion for HR leaders during this year’s global 
pandemic and economic disruption. 
 
Specific to compensation & benefits, uncertainty has forced HR leaders to constantly gather 
information, filter out what’s not important, find relevant information, and then apply the relevant 
information to changes in Total Rewards (TR) programs for affected individuals. 
 
Information has to be constantly mined from external sources such as health officials and 
government decision-makers as well as internal sources such as executive leadership teams 
(ELT) and the C-Suite to evaluate what direction the company is moving in response to the 
disruption. 
 
Additionally, the changes to TR have to be turned around very quickly while striving to achieve 
alignment with company leadership. 
 
This picture of uncertainty, constant review, time-sensitive decision-making, and closeness to 
the C-Suite has created a stressful situation on a daily basis. Yet, it has also pressed HR 
leaders into a position of opportunity to help your company navigate these uncharted waters. 
 
This situation calls for HR leaders to display exceptional leadership to restore confidence at the 
highest level of the company and throughout the company to continue pressing on beyond this 
difficult time. 
 
Leadership Principle: Constantly Communicate 
 
The most important example of leadership that HR leaders can display is active listening and 
proactive communication. During these challenging times, things are moving fast. The plethora 
of information can be overwhelming, yet leaders need to make important decisions quickly with 
limited or changing intel. 
 
Many HR leaders are holding regular meetings with their teams and the C-Suite to gather 
information and intelligence. These are daily morning meetings to check-in and discuss 
concerns or noise. This information could be internal such as discussions about change in 
company direction that could impact compensation & benefits or external such as how 
government decision-making could affect operational integrity. 
 
In these meetings, there isn’t a formal agenda, but rather a roundtable approach to ask “what’s 
going on?” Leaders share information and voice concerns in their departments or locations, and 
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the team works together to prioritize the challenges to tackle that day. Even if there is not an 
immediate concern to address, HR should be constantly engaging with stakeholders to 
anticipate the next concern that may arise. 
 
Strong HR leaders get out ahead of internal and external factors impacting the company by 
crafting different solutions in preparation of Scenario A, Scenario B, Scenario C, etc. Having a 
plan in place ahead of time will enable you to move quickly and communicate timely changes to 
affected individuals. 
 
During this process of communicating and gathering information, HR leaders can show 
leadership by constantly asking “why” questions. Even if a decision has already been made 
about a change in direction for the company, keep asking why. 
 
The “why” is powerful. The answers will help you understand how to adjust TR and demonstrate 
leadership when working with executives and managers. These individuals may not be happy 
with the change to their rewards program, but they will be more receptive if they understand the 
“why” behind the change. 
 
Think of the example of pay cuts or adjustments to bonus targets. It’s not a message that most 
employees like to hear or one that leaders like to deliver. Understanding the “why,” the need to 
reduce cost, or adjust in order to survive as an organization alleviates the difficult message. 
 
Another practical benefit of gathering “why” information is that it becomes easier to 
communicate critical information with clarity. Essentially, the “why” leads us to the “what” and 
the “how.” We know that comp & benefits can be highly technical in nature, which is why you 
want to put forth the effort to gather information that will be relevant to affected individuals. 
Simply put, you want to pare down what is important to communicate and then determine how 
to send out the message in the most effective and efficient way. 
 
You don’t want to overwhelm employees to add to their stress, so gather relevant information, 
simplify the explanation, and offer to host a meeting or webinar with individuals to communicate 
more specific details. Tailor the communication based on the intended audience. 
 
You may also consider introducing a new company email address for employees to drop their 
concerns, questions, or feedback. Communicate that your team will actively monitor this email 
as a central point of contact. Keep in mind that the key is to actually commit to this. Hold teams 
accountable for responding to emails and acknowledging legitimate concerns that employees 
have. 
 
In these times of uncertainty and remote work, it’s now very important to stay in touch and build 
and establish confidence that you understand, care, and want to help. The overall goal should 
be taking steps to reduce anxiety, ensure that affected individuals feel connected to the 
decision-making process, and restore confidence in the direction of the company. 



 

 
Leadership Principle: Strategize the Change 
 
When the company changes direction to respond to the disruption, you can show leadership in 
strategizing the change to compensation & benefits. HR leaders should go back to the original 
objectives and strategy of the company, then compare what’s changed to make the appropriate 
adjustment to TR. 
 
This is not a one-and-done process. HR leaders should continuously return to the C-Suite and 
ELT to ask more questions. Stay in constant communication about the change, especially in 
larger organizations. 
 
Make sure you understand the business implications of the change and continue to be proactive 
offering to support the new endeavor or the new strategy. In other words, don’t just react to the 
change without asking questions. Offer to talk through the change, express what you’re seeing, 
and continue to gather information to help strategize the change. 
 
One particular area of concern for compensation & benefits is cost. Be prepared to outline the 
cost of implementing the change. Know that every change and program has a cost associated 
with it. 
 
During conversations at the executive level, be able to demonstrate that you are thinking 
through the cost implications, communicate that you need to run numbers to capture the impact, 
and be able to conceptualize the change in both the short-term and long-term. Remember that 
cost may also mean time, effort, or another intangible “cost.” 
 
Continue to position yourself and your team as a trusted, forward-thinking source of information 
to restore confidence as the C-Suite seeks the best way to push forward executing the 
company’s new strategy. 
 
Leadership Principle: Work Toward Retention 
 
Every company is in a unique position for talent retention. It is commonly accepted that there is 
a cost to turnover and hiring. Whether your talent have no job alternatives or if they have ample 
opportunity to leave, the key is to proactively engage with talent whose compensation & benefits 
have been affected and to show leadership by positioning yourself as an advocate on their 
behalf. 
 
You can show leadership during this uncertain time by continuing to communicate with affected 
individuals what steps you are taking to provide support -- whether it’s advocating for them 
during talks with the C-Suite or pursuing the best-possible scenario when strategizing TR 
changes to align with the new objectives and strategy. 
 



 

HR leaders have a significant task of recalibrating targets to support short-term and long-term 
incentives, bonuses, stocks, and other TR elements. Once this is sorted out, it’s important to 
express to the affected individual that they did nothing wrong to warrant a change to their 
compensation. 
 
Taking the right tone and being empathetic when communicating difficult decisions will go a long 
way toward retaining top talent that you want to remain with the company to support the new 
strategy that should lead to long-term growth. 
 
The goal should be to come from a good place of needing to support the company in the 
short-term so that the company can be well-positioned for the future. Because, at some point, 
the economy will recover and the company will need top talent to support the new direction. 
 
HR leaders can show leadership by effectively communicating the new plan, addressing that it 
may seem overwhelming now to see a change in compensation & benefits, and painting a 
hopeful picture that there is an opportunity to be remunerated fairly one year, five years, or ten 
years down the road. 
 
Going back to costs, long-term incentives are a very low-cost method to work toward retaining 
talent. Choosing longer-term incentives also shows talent that the company plans to be around 
for the long haul and that they desire each individual to be part of the success coming out of this 
period of uncertainty. 
 
By recalibrating, setting new targets, and introducing long-term incentive programs, you can be 
more successful in retaining talent by restoring their confidence in the company. 
 
Leadership Principle: Continue to Attract Talent 
 
HR leaders should also remember one of the other primary goals of compensation & benefits to 
attract (not just retain) talent. 
 
While HR leaders are rightfully focused on keeping current talent, they should also be looking 
ahead to the talent that will be needed one, five, and ten years down the road to support the 
company during each stage of the new path. 
 
HR leaders can show leadership by taking steps right now to position the company as an 
employer of choice to attract top talent. Ideas to consider include: 
 

● Using social media to reinforce a positive image about your company. 
● Developing creative recognition programs (e.g. a reward for the best remote workstation 

set-up or a raffle that incentivizes top performance). 
● Advocating for internal recognition programs to support morale. 
● Applying for external employment recognition awards. 



 

 
Consider your audience because your company may not want to come across as boastful, 
especially if you operate globally interacting with talent from different cultures, but this could be 
a good way to promote recognition for a job well done. 
 
Actions you take now will add up in the long run creating the right message and impression 
about how your company navigated the crisis. 
 
In Conclusion About Leadership During Uncertainty 
 
Leadership during this period of uncertainty boils down to proactive communication, re-aligning 
compensation & benefits with the new company objectives and strategy, supporting and 
attracting talent, and continuing to look ahead beyond the current reality. 
 
Coming alongside the C-Suite, ELT, and all other affected employees to serve as a trusted 
advisor and voice of reason is critical during this time. It will also help position you and your 
team as a long-term source of support as the company navigates the new path. 
 
Embrace this opportunity to display leadership by actively working to restore confidence and 
help your company push past the current disruption to a brighter future. 
 
Tam Nguyen is an international business management & human resources leader possessing 
expertise and technical knowledge in the areas of strategic human capital management and 
execution, including global compensation & benefits, human capital performance and 
measurement, employment law, global mobility, and HR information systems integration and 
deployment to stabilization. Connect with Tam on LinkedIn. 
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