
 

 
 
Total Rewards Planning: Thinking Beyond What’s Happening Today 
with COVID-19 
By Tam Nguyen, CEO and Human Capital Principal of NB Business Solutions 
 
If there ever was a time when the best-laid plans have gone awry, it’s this year. During this 
difficult period for our city, country, and world caused by the COVID-19 health crisis, we have all 
been asked to change our daily routines and work schedules to best support our companies. 
 
It’s been a startling change for many of us. I work with HR leaders and compensation & benefits 
executives on a daily basis. In HR, we strive to “build” so that we have processes, procedures, 
and guidelines in place. Then, we plan. The foundation of our structure has been deeply shaken 
this year. 
 
Specifically, in total rewards (TR), we work off a general cycle and year after year this becomes 
our general template or rhythm. 
 
For example, in the first quarter, we perform compensation studies to recommend executive 
compensation. In the second quarter, we administer merit increases and grant equity awards. In 
the third quarter, we collect all pay elements and create a total rewards statement. Then, in the 
fourth quarter, we receive results from market surveys to analyze pay structures and prepare for 
the next year. 
 
In Q1-2020, many key elements within this well-oiled machine were materially altered and our 
rhythm was disrupted. Not only were HR leaders challenged with supporting our companies 
through COVID-19, leaders also had to make difficult decisions on total rewards. 
 
Some executives were willing to defer or forfeit their bonuses. But, others may have needed to 
see the overall benefit to the company if they deferred certain rewards. Who expected to have 
those difficult conversations at the beginning of the year? And then was your company prepared 
to handle the accounting implications of these types of TR adjustments? 
 
The aftermath of these short-term decisions required many HR leaders to perform a complete 
review of their compensation programs to understand how to best structure compensation 
packages moving forward, especially when actual Q1 financial results were vastly different than 
what was expected for the quarter. 
 
Now, as we’re in the middle of the second quarter and the recovery from COVID-19, HR leaders 
need to embrace a fresh challenge of how to think beyond the current challenges presented by 
the health crisis to how to structure your compensation programs for the remainder of the year. 
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The Importance of a Review of Company Objectives & Strategy 
 
As your company discovers what the “new normal” is for the remainder of the year, you need to 
take time to evaluate how things have changed. At a broader level, what you planned for in Q4 
of 2019 and Q1 of this year may not be relevant anymore. But, you still need to dive into the 
details as part of a compensation review. You may discover that some things can stay the 
same, but most things will likely need to change. 
 
When evaluating these critical details and deciding on TR for the remainder of the year, the first 
thing that you need to do is look at the objectives set forth prior to COVID-19. 
 
Compare the company’s objectives against the current reality. Ask critical questions: 
 
- Are these objectives still the same? 
- Should they be the same or different? 
- What needs to be recalibrated and why? 
- What is the impact on employees? 
- What is the overall financial impact? 
 
Then, look at your company’s strategy for achieving the objectives set forth at the beginning of 
the year. The strategy may be completely different because of COVID-19: 
 
- Is there a change in resources that will limit your company’s ability to achieve objectives? 
- Did COVID-19 materially affect how you’re doing business at a fundamental level? 
- Is the company now targeting new markets to generate new revenue streams? 
- Are you altering products/services or introducing new products/services following COVID-19? 
 
Performing this evaluation will allow you to connect back to how to structure compensation 
programs to support your company’s business objectives while still maintaining the company’s 
total rewards philosophy. 
 
Aligning Compensation Programs After a Review of Objectives & Strategy 
 
Following the evaluation of compensation programs, HR leaders need to focus on aligning with 
the “new normal” of business operations. 
 
This may seem challenging because organizations are still trying to figure out what the “new 
normal” will look like, and our systematic approach to determining Total Rewards has been 
altered this year. 
 
Therefore, it’s important to embed flexibility into TR programs. Perhaps you need to evaluate 
multiple scenarios that align with changes to objectives and strategy. Or, you need to create a 
tiered structure from Best Case to Worst Case. 
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Then, most importantly in the current environment, changes to TR programs need to be 
communicated with clarity. 
 
- Internal communication: HR leaders need to relay the message to affected employees that 
the TR programs will be changing, and also explain why there is a change. You don’t need to 
give every detail during this period of uncertainty, but it’s best to communicate the most 
important information in a helpful manner to help facilitate understanding. 
 
Then, if more changes are required in the near future or later this year, it won’t be as big of a 
surprise. The key is to avoid a shock to the system that leads to an undesired response from 
employees. Strong internal communication throughout this process will help alleviate some of 
the stress during this time and help build strong bridges to the other side of this event to achieve 
a positive outcome. 
 
- External communication: For publicly-traded companies, HR leaders need to be thinking 
about how to disclose executive compensation in accordance with SEC regulations. 
 
Some companies have delayed their annual shareholder meeting because of the inability to 
meet in-person due to the health crisis. However, if your company will soon be holding the 
annual meeting, what needs to happen now is sending out proxies that disclose executive 
compensation. Of course, this work does not happen in a vacuum, but rather a collaboration 
between the executives, finance, HR, Legal, and perhaps engaging the external compensation 
consultant to the Board of Directors. 
 
Because of the changes to TR programs, you will need to make considerations about how to 
complete the proxies that meet SEC requirements to provide “clear, concise, and 
understandable disclosure about compensation paid to CEOs, CFOs, and certain other 
high-ranking executive officers of public companies.” Beyond the provision of numerical figures, 
the SEC requires companies to “disclose the criteria used in reaching executive compensation 
decisions and the relationship between the company's executive compensation practices and 
corporate performance.” HR leaders can use the Compensation Discussion and Analysis 
(CD&A) section of the proxy to provide information about changes to executive compensation 
that are in alignment with current business objectives and strategies. 
 
You can draw from the review you completed about the changes to business objectives and 
strategy to provide information that helps fulfill your company’s disclosure obligations. Similar to 
your internal communication, you should only provide as many details as needed to achieve 
clarity and understanding. Over-detailing the situation could expose your company to legal 
issues down the road if there are additional changes to business operations. 
 
In Conclusion About TR Planning 
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Whether or not your company is privately held or publicly-traded, remember that the primary role 
of HR when making decisions about TR programs is to support the business. 
 
This requires the need to understand how the programs we create support any changes due to 
the environment and uncertainties. Performing a review of changes to objectives and strategy 
will help you and your team arrive at the best possible position and recommendations during 
this period of change. 
 
Finally, remember the importance of transparency and careful thought to communication when 
relaying updates about TR changes to both internal employees and external stakeholders.  
 
Strong, effective communication to restore confidence is critical right now. Take the opportunity 
to reinforce your position as a trusted leader in the company by providing leadership, 
decisiveness, and forward-thinking that is needed in the midst of uncertainty. 
 
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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