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ENGAGE, EMPOWER & 
ENABLE EMPLOYEES 
TO ENHANCE THEIR 
HEALTH, HAPPINESS 
& WELLBEING



VIRTUAL HR LEADERS’ 
EXCHANGE
In association with
As businesses emerge from the pandemic into a new set of headwinds, in 
February 2023 Global HR Executive held the latest in its regular Leaders’ 
Exchanges; where HR professionals from across sectors and industries come 
together to benchmark their experiences; with a particular focus in this 
session on employee wellbeing.



THE WORLD WE LIVE IN IS 
IN CONSTANT FLUX: 

Far from being a one-off 

disruption, the pandemic was 

a taste of things to come – we 

must deal with the challenges of 

recession, a cost of living crisis, 

ongoing redundancies and more.

Many of these represent 

opportunity as well as 

complexity, but the workload on 

businesses and their 

HR/wellbeing teams is 

increasing fast.

DEMAND ON LEADERSHIP IS 
GROWING, TOO: 

Leaders are the lynchpin of 

wellbeing strategy, not

least because wellbeing starts 

at the top. To maintain a high-

performance workforce that’s 

motivated to succeed, leaders 

must prioritise wellbeing, build 

credibility with their EAG groups, 

understand and trust employee 

engagement data, connect their 

brand with company cultureand 

keep a particular eye out for high-

stress events like M&As 

and restructuring.

EMPLOYEES ARE FEELING 
THE PAIN: 

In tough times, they experience 

a reduced sense of resilience

and belonging, and that is in 

ample evidence today. 

Furthermore, today’s remote 

and long- distance business 

relationships are hard to 

maintain and nurture, adding to 

their isolation.

THE WORK ENVIRONMENT 
HAS CHANGED FOREVER:

Many of the themes above 

reappear in this context too; what 

it means to “go to work” and where 

that happens will probably not be 

the same ever again. Working from 

home is a blessing and a curse 

for most; deciding who comes 

into the office and how often is 

an unresolved challenge, face-to-

face encounters are universally 

recommended but seem to need 

encouragement, and wellbeing 

professionals are particularly 

wrestling with delivering 

psychological safety in a 

hybrid world)

KEY THEMES



GREATER DEMANDS, FRAGMENTED 
REQUIREMENTS

Employees are looking for more from their employers.
We’ve barely come out of the pandemic (from which many 
would say they haven’t had tie to recover) into a new set of 
uncertainties, particularly with the cost of living crisis. 
Employees have a reduced sense of resilience, belonging etc., and 
this is a challenge to businesses and their HR professionals.

Demand for assistance in many forms is greater than ever, 
and firms must rise to a new set of challenges. Our attendees 
included financial assistance, social/isolation remediation, 
career fragmentation, general health, and even just being an 
ally e.g. to those who need accommodations as significant 
drains on resources. A fundamental question is: where does the 
responsibility of a business for the welfare of its
staff start and stop.

There is no firm answer to this challenge yet, not least because 
the world of work is changing so fast. But we can expect the role 
of the HR executive in wellbeing to grow, not shrink

“There’s a small part of our group that is looking at 

splitting the role, so that we have people who manage 

people and people who manage tasks and projects. 

I’m old enough to remember when we’ve tried that 

before, and it’s created problems because then you 

have people managing people that can’t then measure 

their performance at review time, because they’re not 

actually responsible for the work they do.” 

THE WORLD WE LIVE IN



ONE RULE FITS NO ONE

The pandemic itself meant that many employees saw their personal and 
work lives collide. This has continued with hybrid working regimes, meaning 
that HR must contend with different employees having different needs and 
expectations - and the right to think differently about what they can expect 
from their employers, too.

There is a similar fragmentation across territories, where it is easy to forget in 
a structured (or sometimes monolithic) organisation, that different countries 
face different challenges. One of our rewards professionals was running “back 
to basics” training for her team, to remind them that inflation, geopolitical 
uncertainty and more all mean different needs, concerns and attitudes are 
prevalent across different countries.

We can’t forget that the employer context is variable, too. Some have had “a 
good pandemic”, others have experienced total upheaval with mass furlough or 
redundancy followed by an urgent rehire drive when business opened up again. 
With continuing labour uncertainty, it’s hard for HR professionals to identify 
the right line to take on reward, benefits and wellbeing in order to attract and 
retain the best talent.

“In some countries we’re solid. 
In others, we’ve got people worried about 
their existential needs.”

THE WORLD WE LIVE IN



EMPLOYEE LISTENING
Checking the Pulse

Full surveys are now typically run once or twice per year; featuring full 
engagement metrics, I&D etc.; most organisations then also run pulse checks with 
only one or very few questions (e.g. “how likely are you to recommend us as an 
organization”) more regularly

The idea is to be quicker off the mark and then to drive real change more 
frequently.

EMPLOYEE LISTENING IS ALSO IN FLUX

There is no “one way” to engage in employee listening; but as a matter of general 
wisdom, our HR professionals felt that:

    1. So long as the door is open, results will be effective. 
       Recognise  that it takes courage from an individual to discuss their wellbeing  
       with an employe and therefore ensure that the environment and culture  
       encourages those early interactions.

    2. If the methods for engagement touchpoints are nuanced (many opportunities  
        on many platforms), you will get greater honesty and clarity.

Options being pursued include:

   • A blend of major employee surveys on an annual basis with   
     regular “pulse” surveys, either to benchmark employee sentiment          
     or investigate a specific issue, as noted above
   • Sessions held with specific groups of employees to handle an   
      issue or gain perspectives from one part of the business
   • Regular outward communications. Whilst we all feel overrun with  
      emails, these basic communications remain an important way of  
      opening the door to responses.
   • Digital focus groups (polling etc.)

There is one caveat: listening without action is destructive: any 
listening programme must have demonstrable results too.

“If we’re asking a question, there has to be an action 

from it. It’s more damaging to the company if we ask a 

question and then don’t do anything about it, than if 

we just didn’t listen at all.”

“We just switched from one big survey to a quarterly 

approach. It was always a lot of work doing one

big one, and then the actions and outcomes just weren’t 

fast enough. So we’ve just changed to shorter ones.”

LEADERSHIP



LEADERS NEED TO TALK ABOUT 
WELLBEING

All of our contributors recognised the crucial role that 

their leadership teams play in building the foundations 

of a wellbeing policy, but many are finding that 

leaders have taken something of a backward step since 

the pandemic.

Leaders seem to be reverting to pre-pandemic ways of 

working and being less visible. Hence, several HR teams 

have implemented leadership and line-management-

facing education and awareness initiatives (“it’s OK to 

not be OK” etc.) to give them the tools and confidence 

to have those conversations; and encouraging them to 

have the humility to talk about their own wellbeing. 

This is particularly the case in traditionally conservative 

sectors like finance.

Given that Exec teams seem to need new encouragement to put wellbeing 

on the agenda, several of our HR professionals reported that they overcome 

mistrust in their leadership teams by deploying an Employee Advisory Group of 

departmental representatives. 

Those representatives collect insights and feedback on the ground from their 

team members, which is then relayed to the EAG. This group will then work 

together to decide what priorities to share back with the Executive team. 

This means that issues are validated, prioritized and credible by the time 

they reach the Exec team; and are more likely to be developed into 

meaningful strategy. 

Executive team. This means that issues are validated, prioritized and credible 

by the time they reach the Exec team; and are more likely to be developed into 

meaningful strategy.

DIVE INTO THE DATA

Leaders do suffer from perception biases. Some leaders felt, for example that 

their remote staff were less engaged and that this also led to 

high turnover. 

Yet the data said otherwise: remote employees were actually more engaged and 

experienced less turnover. In a time of flux, trust the data as much as the leader 

– because assumptions lead to rumours and bad decision-making (and indeed 

the allocation of resources in the wrong places).

“We recognize that we have a challenge with our 

leaders when it comes to talking about wellbeing. 

They’re nervous about having 

those conversations.”

BUILD CREDIBILITY WITH AN EAG

“During the pandemic, senior leaders were incredibly visible. 

Engagement survey results now say that’s no longer the case, 

and that’s even worse than never having had it in the first place.”

LEADERSHIP



LIFE STAGES AFFECTING WELLBEING IN 
THE WORKPLACE

There are also differences in needs and approach according to career stage. 
Graduates and early- stage employees, for example, report liking going into 
an office for the contact and learning opportunities that an office affords 
(whereas older employees like the flexibility of managing their family 
commitments at home). Either way, the allowance democratises wellbeing, 
putting power in the hands of the employee (and simplifying provision too).

One commentator also noted that the youngest generation in the workplace 
is used to a university life where they have been very well supported; and 
that it is a shock to come to a workplace where they are not being given 
similar emotional support.

As HR professionals, we’re probably not yet differentiating effectively 
according to these gradations, but the fact that we understand the need for 
multiple approaches is good, as is the fact that we’re viewing people through 
more lenses than just an employee’s role and location in the business.

EMPLOYEES



MORE LESSONS FROM THE TOP…

Wellbeing needs to be practical for employees to encourage take-up
Many organisations have a powerful but fragmented employee experience offer, such that eventually, 
neither HR professionals nor employees knows exactly what’s actually being offered. It’s essential to 
make using benefits simple. 
Many organisations are implementing an employee “one stop shop” for benefits, including wellbeing.

In-person / on-site events to promote wellbeing benefits are popular. 
There was a sense that “firing endless emails” is shouting into the wind: face-to-face events across 
lunch which highlight wellbeing issues and benefits available, where employees can also meet 
colleagues that they wouldn’t normally 
encounter and receive the information that’s most meaningful to them, was felt to be powerful. 

EAP: FROM CRISIS TO PERMANENT SUPPORT

Many companies have instituted digital components to their Employee Assistance Programme, (in 
particular mental health e.g. apps like Calm and access to coaching). Everyone agreed that there 
needs to be a cultural drive to make EAP usage a natural part of the workday, rather than a possibly 
stigmatized response to a crisis. 

TOO MANY MEETINGS!

Everyone is having too many meetings. Especially remote meetings. Several wellbeing and HR 
professionals are reinvestigating meeting norms. Ask: 
   • Does this meeting need to happen / need to be on the schedule that it is?
   • What’s the purpose, who owns it, what preparation is required for it to be useful and          
      what are the expected outcomes? 
   • How do we prepare asynchronously for it? Does it require focus time to be set aside?

“We need to do a better job signposting and letting 
people know what’s out there, what they already 
have within their benefits package at a local / 
regional level.”

EMPLOYEES



“We have a company meeting on Friday where people can get into the office and 
have drinks and pizzas. We’re trying to maintain that culture, post M&A. It’s hard 
to do that because we also have to be friendly and incorporate into the larger 
organisation. But little pieces of identity are worth keeping.”

EMPLOYEES

M&A IS ITS OWN CHALLENGE

In challenging economic times, we can expect to see more M&A activity as sectors consolidate. M&A is 
always a challenge, as two organisations which fit perfectly on the balance sheet try to make a cultural 
fit, too. In wellbeing terms, this often manifests as e.g. a smaller company finding that its teams are 
now in the anonymous silos of the larger business, and this can present new issues for employees to 
contend with. Equally, larger companies are likely to have better wellbeing offers. 

It’s worth noting that the small-company culture – teamwork, sharing etc. – has wellbeing value in its 
own right; when there is a sense of belonging and shared ownership, that adds value to team cohesion 
in itself. Preserving these intangible assets should be an HR objective for even the biggest company.

LONG-DISTANCE RELATIONSHIPS ARE HARD

The larger the organisation, the more inertia you will find in establishing employee wellbeing schemes. 
As one of our commentators said, “budgets always denote your autonomy”, and when those budgets 
are defined 5000 miles away at a head office in e.g. the US, from a strategy based on different cultural 
norms, HR professionals can have a fight on their hands to evangelise for the situation on the ground 
in their own territory.

Again, the answer is to bring data to the table. Our attendees used their listening channels to report 
local and regional circumstances to the centre to good effect – if not always resulting in a budgetary 
or directional change…



WELLBEING IN THE HYBRID WORKING WORLD

THE CURSE OF WORKING FROM HOME

All our contributors had challenges with the characteristics of working remotely. 
Employees are much more productive than their managers might have expected – they don’t 
have to commute, for example. But they are often isolated without colleagues to hand. 
They don’t learn or grow through “water cooler” moments. And they don’t feel part of a 
shared enterprise.

Others report a move to shared and transient offices where an employee might work with 
hundreds of other people they don’t actually know - which is just as isolating.

The solutions include collaboration space and defined collaboration time (e.g. allocated 
‘team’ days in the office). The option to be in the office for those who like to be around 
people seems to be particularly welcomed.

The blurred line between work and home life is also a recognised challenge; and a good 
solution is to help employees to manage their time better, so that they don’t feel obliged or 
just end up carrying the burden of work into their home lives. Ideas included “No meeting 
Fridays”, focus time in diaries to prevent becoming too meeting heavy (which pushes actual 
“doing” work into personal time) and setting time away from screens. 

Engagement surveys evidence that a flexible work environment constantly indexes highly 
(where it didn’t prior to the pandemic – this is a one-off and permanent social change).

“There’s that collegiate support in the office, people you can just have a quick chat with. 

It helps you get things in perspective. They give you ideas and they share information.”

“Our team has two days in the office, one self-selected, one as a defined 

team day where we all meet”. 

ENVIRONMENT



FACE-TO-FACE NEEDS ENCOURAGEMENT

Everyone recognizes the value, sometimes even the surprise and joy, of seeing people 
in the flesh. But it takes effort to meet in a central location, and it will fall surprisingly 
heavily on wellbeing and HR professionals to instil a culture of occasionally pushing 
people to connect in real life.

A good option is to make face-time overtly valuable by design. Several contributors 
said that they had a new appreciation for the cost of travel and lost productivity in 
face-to-face meetings, and therefore plan carefully: they know what they want to 
achieve, who to meet, how to fill time properly etc. They aim to use face-to-face time 
effectively e.g. to workshop ideas or to cement relationships (including informal ones 
e.g. having lunch).

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY IN A HYBRID WORKING WORLD

Psychological safety is a new priority in this hybrid working environment where 
isolation can add to risks. Questions on psychological safety are cropping up in 
employee opinion surveys (with questions like: “It’s safe for me to make mistakes”, “I 
can speak up” etc.). One firm we spoke to runs psychological safety workshops as part 
of onboarding as a preventative measure and to set the culture when people first join 
that they have a right to their mental wellbeing.

“We’re still in a state of flux. We’re still learning.” 

“Seeing people is a different type of productivity. It’s also where innovation happens”

ENVIRONMENT



FOUR KEY TAKEAWAYS…

1. Upheaval is the norm: We live in a world of constant change, and that means both organisations and 
individuals need to be resilient. There are many potentially impactful dynamics at play today, notably 
the cost of living crisis, reduced budgets and resources, M&A/resturucture activity and a constant level 
of uncertainty. We need to come to terms with change and deal with it as a matter of the everyday 
cadence of business.

2. We may not always be together, but we’re more connected: Despite – perhaps because of - the fact 
that most of us are working more remotely, more often; the connection between people, culture and 
value has become clearer than ever. The world “company” literally means a group of people; and smart 
leaders realise that employee wellbeing is a function of the job, the work environment, but also culture, 
leadership attitudes and a firm’s place in the world and the people it influences and affects.

3. Unifying the employee experience: Many organisations have a powerful but fragmented employee 
experience offer, such that eventually, neither HR professionals nor employees know exactly 
what’s actually being offered. It’s essential to make benefits simple to use. Many organisations are 
implementing an employee “one stop shop” for benefits, including wellbeing.

4. And above all, a people-centric approach to wellbeing: There is one challenge – and opportunity 
- that our HR professionals are tackling for 2023: the clear need for a people-centric and therefore 
bespoke approach to rewards, benefits, wellbeing etc; against the established wisdom of business, 
which is that we are all treated the same, or in cohorts and bands at most.

“We have to really coach and support our leaders to be human centric and to be make good judgments on 
an individual level, using emotional intelligence. Because otherwise, it’s all going to fall down. 
You can put any initiative in place, but it has to be endorsed at line manager and leadership level.”
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