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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly impacts the economy, work-
place, and society. Employees have endured physical and mental
health hardships and income insecurity. Progressive organiza-
tions and governments must address these challenges with short-
and long-term initiatives. This paper reviews how organizations
have modified employee benefits to attract, motivate and retain
employees during the pandemic and proposes implications for
future disruptions. A conceptual classification employee benefit
model is first presented that includes security (e.g., workers'
compensation), retirement, healthcare, financial (e.g., financial
counseling), family benefits (e.g., FMLA), and time-off (e.g., sick
days). Recent literature is then reviewed using this classification.
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Implications for the strategic management of employee benefits
are offered.
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COVID-19 and Benefits

The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly impacts the economy, workplace,
and society. Employees have endured physical and mental health hard-
ships (Koushik, 2020) as well as income insecurity (Verrekia, 2021).
Progressive organizations and governments must address these chal-
lenges with short and long-term initiatives. This paper reviews how
organizations modified employee benefits to attract, motivate and retain
employees during this crisis and proposes actions to prepare for future
workplace disruptions. A conceptual employee benefits classification
model is first presented that includes security (e.g., workers' compensa-
tion), retirement, healthcare, financial (e.g., financial counseling) (Busi-
nesswire, 2021), family benefits (e.g., FMLA), and time-off (e.g., sick days).
Recent literature is then reviewed using this classification (Valentine
et al, 2019).

Due to a torrent of unfortunate factors that began March 2020, orga-
nizations reexamined their compensation and benefits packages. These
factors included the coronavirus, increased remote work, high unem-
ployment, economic crisis, and poor governance. In 2021, the govern-
ment enacted the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), a $1.9 trillion
stimulus package that provided direct relief to individuals. Additionally,
the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) expanded family
leaves for employees that care for a child whose school or place of care
is closed (or childcare provider is unavailable) for reasons related to
COVID-19. Now, it is up to individual states to decide their policies.
The government had the task of regulating employee benefits during
this disruptive event, while also bridging the gap between themselves,
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organizations, and employees/unions. ARPA also entailed free COBRA,
along with an unemployment insurance extension, and an increase in
dependent care assistance programs (DCAP). DCAP also covered elder
care, which gave caregivers a break from taking care of their loved ones,
and their children (McLean & Company, 2021). The American Rescue
Plan also temporarily allowed: an extension for people already receiving
unemployment benefits; Automatic, additional payments of $300 per
week to everyone qualified for unemployment benefits; and an extension
of the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) program for self-
employed or gig workers (United States Government, 2021). Many of the
policies are continually growing and changing as the country further
experiences the virus. As of July 2021, many states have ended most of
their pandemic assistance to their citizens, but again, it varies state by
state depending on their infection rates and their government.

The pandemic also adversely impacted small businesses that have less
financial and other resources than large corporations. The government
implemented programs to help small businesses, including the Paycheck
Protection Program (PPP), Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL), Small
Business Administration (SBA) Debt Relief and Shuttered Venue Opera-
tors Grant. The United States government helped create a unified front
that supported employers and their employees.

Valentine et. al., (2020) offered an employee benefit classification
model that helped organize and clarify how organizations reassessed
their benefit plans. This model defines broad categories and specific
benefits that fall within each category. The broad categories are: security,
with benefits like supplemental unemployment benefits and severance
pay; retirement benefits, such as individual retirement accounts (IRAs);
healthcare, including medical and dental, wellness programs (Mitchell,
2013), and flex spending programs; financial benefits, featuring financial
services, and life insurance; family benefits, comprised of dependent care
assistance and FMLA provisions; time-off benefits, containing holidays
and vacation time, medical and sick leave, family leave, and paid time off
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(PTO); and lastly, miscellaneous benefits that include unique programs,
like referral bonuses and more. These categories are addressed below
with special emphasis on pandemic driven changes.

Security Benefits
Security benefits were one of the various aspects of compensation and
benefits to be modified to better support employees during the virus. As
of July 2021, according to the Census Bureau’s basic monthly Current
Population Survey, 25.7 million people, “either met the official definition
of unemployed (meaning they actively looked for work in the last four
weeks or were on temporary layoff) or lived with an unemployed family
member in June,” (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2021). This
number excluded about 1.6 million workers in June because they did not
actively seek employment during the month, plus 300,000 workers who
reported that they did have a job, but were absent from work without
pay, and lost pay in the last four weeks due to their employer closing
or losing their business due to the pandemic. Better severance packages
were necessary for employees, due to the unexpectedness and severity of
the number of layoffs. Many organizations went on "pause," and could no
longer afford to employ their workers because the United States, with the
rest of the world, began to quarantine. No one was leaving their homes,
so most businesses no longer needed to be open. Small businesses had
a notably harder time staying open than larger corporations did, which
impacted those employees much differently than those employed with a
large company. Typically, larger companies have more resources to fall
back on, a cushion, than smaller companies, and that difference is felt
drastically when major events happen, like the pandemic. Elizabeth Lutes
noted that many employers were now rethinking their severance packages
going into the future. As organizations were shifting and changing due
to COVID-19, some employees no longer fit the organization's needs,
and some organizations simply could not afford their full staff anymore.

Severance packages were vital during the coronavirus, as it is an
employee’s last line of finances as they are let go from their position. If
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employers did not already have a severance package, the pandemic was
the perfect opportunity to craft one. Financially, some severance packages
were hard to deliver during the existing circumstances. Many employers
opted to institute pay cuts and salary freezes plus make changes to bonus
plans and short- and long-term incentives to save money. Korn Ferry
reported that “60% of organizations that have laid off employees did not
alter their severance packages, while 8% increased the monetary payout
to employees," (McMullen & Seifert (2020, 1). The topic of severance
packages was varying, as it is a financially hard program, especially for
those businesses that never had a severance package in the first place.
The business world agreed that a severance package, specifically in the
covid-era, shows respect to the employee. The organization serves the
employee just as the employee has served the organization (McMullen
& Seifert, 2020).

Supplemental Unemployment Benefits plans were now being seen
more often, as an alternative to severance packages. The SUB plan is
a structure approved by the IRS. It allowed payments to be made to
separate employees that were influenced by a reduction in force to
be done concurrently with State Unemployment and were issued as
benefits, not wages. Issuing it as benefits made the payments FICA non-
taxable (Lutes, 2021). Lutes noted that this “structure maintains the pre-
termination income for the separated employees at a greatly reduced cost
to the employer,” (Lutes, 2021). By reducing the cost to the employer,
it made it an attractive option for employers to choose. Also, the SUB
plan allowed employees to receive stable weekly income while relieving
employers of the burden of worrying about reducing costs at the stake
of their employees' wellbeing.

Retirement Benefits
The nation was already facing a retirement crisis amid the economy,
and the coronavirus deeply worsened the problem. The CARES Act
implemented several mandatory and optional provisions to help ease
the financial hardships the virus has caused. Some of these benefits
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included expanded distribution options and favorable tax treatments,
like allowing employees to tap into their retirement plans, through loans
or withdrawals, with minimal penalty (IRS, 2021). Employers should not
be rushing to implement these policies or encouraging their employees
to withdraw from their retirement. Based on research from the last
economic crash in 2008, "we know from those crises that individuals'
finances never truly recovered subsequently," (Miller, 2020). Financial
advisors generally approved of the CARES act and everything it offers,
except for allowing the higher loan limits. This could cause more loan
defaults and will be harder for the employee to replenish their funds
for the future. Another policy passed that will help retirement funds
is the SECURE Act. This act lowered the maximum age for traditional
IRA contributions, as well as allowing long-term, part-time workers to
participate in 401(k) plans. The SECURE Act also, "increases the required
minimum distribution (RMD) age for retirement accounts to 72 (up from
70½) and permits parents to withdraw up to $5,000 from retirement
accounts penalty-free within a year of birth or adoption for qualified
expenses,” (Fidelity, 2021). This act expanded on some other areas that
the CARES act did not, even allowing parents to withdraw up to about
$10,000 from 529 plans to pay student loans. The government very clearly
passed the CARES and SECURE Acts with the intent to help employees
and their retirement accounts, and it did exactly that.

The common assumption may be that those close to retirement are
choosing to retire because of the pandemic. Research proved that indi-
viduals have been accelerating their retirement plans; the number of
baby boomers retiring doubled from the previous year (Fried & Benjamin,
2021). There was another group of older employees who have decided
to delay their retirement, instead, out of fear of their financial security.
36.4% of Americans within 20 years of retirement expect the coronavirus
crises will delay their retirement (Tobenkin, 2020). Many are worried
they will not be able to maintain their lifestyle with the savings they
have already accrued. Financial advisors recommended analyzing the
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situation and seeing if the coronavirus is causing doubt, or if one truly
needed to fund more for their retirement.

Another topic for older workers that was worth addressing is the
effect of the pandemic on Social Security and Medicare benefits. As these
workers retire, they will collect social security and can take advantage of
Medicare benefits for their health needs. As we have seen with the baby
boomer generation, the number of people who needed social security
now greatly outweigh the number of people working and contributing
to social security. This was not a new problem; this had been ongoing
for decades. However, many researchers were predicting tough outlooks
once the pandemic started. Since members of the older generation are the
ones most likely to die from the coronavirus, the stress on social security
should be lessened. Other factors were most likely to offset the impact of
covid or hasten the depletion of funds by an entire year. The Philadelphia
Inquirer reported that we could be experiencing a lack of money funded
into these programs as early as 2024, while some researchers predict
as far as 2035 (Burling, 2021). Experts doubted the government would
allow these programs to run out of funds, however, when the call will be
made to financially assist the program is unknown. A similar situation
occurred in the 1980s and Congress waited until about three months
before depletion to offer a “quick fix.” While the pandemic did not impact
the funds drastically, it was clear that there needed to be a solution in
the next decades to come.

Healthcare Benefits
One of the largest accommodations made was through healthcare benefits.
In the “normal” world, people are accustomed to going to the doctor
regularly, whether it be for check-ups, or if someone is ill. This changed
during the pandemic. Offices closed, or only wanted to see those who
confirm they did not have the virus. To see their patients, doctors started
using telemedicine; virtually seeing their patients. According to J. A. Klein
(2021), this new idea of being seen virtually by your provider was here to
stay. This helped with crowding in waiting rooms, effectively decreasing
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the spread of the coronavirus. Furthermore, mental health and wellness
programs saw an increase in usage from employees, and there was an
increase in these visits being virtual as well (Rogers, 2020). Swapping the
mode of communication has turned out to be more convenient for most
people. Parents no longer must tote around sick children or worry about
keeping their masks on while in the waiting room. Doctors and nurses in
these practices were being exposed to fewer people which lowers their
risk of exposure and makes them more comfortable and safer at work.

The stigma around mental health can make those seeking help embar-
rassed and deter them from asking about wellness programs, calling an
office, and seeing a counselor, or someone of equivalence. By creating
a virtual option, it made the process much more accessible and less
intimidating. Mental health problems have increased among all groups
of people, while the largest increase is noticed in millennials, making
it imperative that these services are available and accessible (Deichler,
2021). Gretchen Frazee, of PBS (2020) reported that although millennials
had less chance of catching the virus, they were being influenced in
other ways. For example, young people reported being worried about
their older loved ones, like their parents and grandparents, their social
lives being interrupted with the stay-at-home order, and job stability,
as many were likely laid off or unemployed due to the pandemic (Jones,
2020). Because young people were still out working, they carried the
burden of being spreaders (or the mere thought of it), spiking stress and
anxiety levels. No one wanted to be the reason why a relative or loved
one is hospitalized. The younger generations tried and combated this
fear by remaining diligent and mindful of their actions. Frazee (2020) also
cited financial difficulties as being a major source of stress for millennial
and Generation Z employees. 70% of the leisure and hospitality industry
workforce was made up of millennial and Gen Z workers, which was the
sector that was hit the hardest by the stay-at-home order. About 14% of
Baby Boomers lost a job, were furloughed, or had their hours reduced this
year, however, nearly 25% of millennials and 33% of Gen Z experienced
this, which contributed to their declining mental health and the need for
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accessible resources. The pandemic was a cyclical stress machine: going
to work stressed employees because they do not want to be infected
or further infect their loved ones, but they must go to work because
of the fear of losing their job (and their benefits, like health insurance)
outweighed the fear of the pandemic. Dr. Eleatha Surratt, a psychiatrist at
Washington University, observed that this pandemic triggers a response
very similar to a trauma response. The students felt helpless in their
situations (Frazee, 2020). Fortunately, health and well-being benefits have
improved during the pandemic for some employees. In a Global Health
Data Study from Aetna International (2020), U.S. employees were asked
"In which ways has your employer improved support for your health
and well-being in the last six months?" 42% responded saying that their
employer-provided support for mental health through technology, which
was the highest reported benefit on the graph. Plus, 36% of employees said
their employer-provided support for physical health through technology.
This data affirmed that this is a prevalent problem that employees across
the nation were facing, while also showing that employers recognized
that, and were committed to providing for their employees.

Financial Security
Another struggle employees faced was financial security. Covid-19 caused
extreme panic and fear about finances since the economy experienced a
downfall at the same time. Countless people experienced job loss, reduced
hours, and additional hardships that contributed to their fear of financial
insecurity. To help counter these issues, employers had enacted different
financial services so their employees could navigate the unprecedented
time. One example of one of these services was a reimbursement program
for at-home office supplies for those working at home (Miller, 2021). Most
employees take advantage of the resources in their office like printers,
copy machines, and other high-tech computer appliances because they
did not have access to them at home. Supplying these resources, even
something as simple as a laptop, made a difference for an employee
and their worries during this time. Financial literacy programs have
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grown in popularity to help reduce monetary struggles (Rogers, 2020).
BenefitsPRO conducted a study in 2019 that was nationwide and studied
lower-wage workers, a group that has been impacted substantially. The
survey found that "76 percent said they were confident that employer-
offered financial security benefits would promote company loyalty," and
that was pre-pandemic (Gopnik, 2020). Based on these results, better
financial services would not only help the employees but the company,
too. Encouraging employees to start an emergency fund was crucial
because these unprecedented times are exactly that: unprecedented. If an
event like this could happen once, it could occur again. Melissa Gopnik
recommended implementing employer-sponsored loans, noting that it
is an emerging trend among employers in the pandemic. Additionally,
adding loans with three-month deferments can encourage employees to
use this low-cost system rather than credit cards, and allow them to pay
their loans back after the pandemic. Another possible option to implement
was an employee hardship fund or a fund where other employees can
"donate" their PTO to a coworker in need. This allowed coworkers to have
the chance to directly assist and help each other in a time of need. Gopnik
claimed the hardship fund proved well, “Positive fund experiences,
regardless of job satisfaction, had a highly positive impact on participants’
relationship with their employer,” (2020). Employers may have already
had a similar practice in place, and this was a perfect opportunity to
encourage employees to take advantage of the programs. While many
companies already had some type of financial service assistance in place,
this offered a perfect opportunity to critique, and reevaluate the needs
of employees in organizations, and tailor the programs to them.

Another financial service that rose to popularity because of the market,
was student loan and tuition reimbursement assistance. Tuition reim-
bursement became a common benefit, about 83% of companies provide
some form of it (Wonder, 2017). More employers began offering student
loan assistance, as the average debt amount had risen from $10,000, in
the nineties, to about $30,000, in July 2021 (Nova, 2021). The government
had offered an incentive for employers to encourage their participation.
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It allowed employers to make tax-free contributions of up to $5,250 a
year to their employees’ education debt.

Life insurers were now making it much easier to become insured if
you were young. This was one positive change noted from the pandemic.
Instead of having medical examiners see patients in person, now insurance
companies were relying on data from DMV, digital prescription drug
records, and other resources. One other noticeable change that had been
noted is an increase in smaller policies for younger people. The Wall
Street Journal reported that life insurance applications increased in sales
by about 8% in 2020 among those under 40 years old (Demos, 2021).
That was shifting the concentration of risk to be more spread out. This
may have helped reverse the trend after covid since the life expectancy
dropped a year in the United States. While covid negatively impacted the
mortality rate, staying inside and quarantining tended to minimize risk
for policyholders. One of the most dramatic changes to the policies was
that some insurers will not sell to some who are too old. This indicated
that insurers were noticing the long-term effects of covid and were trying
to balance out their policyholders.

Family Benefits
Family benefits had expanded tremendously during COVID. This was
one area of life that was practically universal among employees: working
with kids at home. Parents experienced a unique set of challenges. Any
previous arrangements for childcare were disrupted by the closure of
schools, daycares, and other recreation centers. Parents had their children
at home, bouncing a toddler on one leg, while attending a zoom meeting,
and teaching division to their fourth grader on their breaks. Women
were disproportionately impacted. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics (2020), explained in the 2021 HR Trends Report by McLean &
Company, nearly 8x more women left the workforce in September 2020
than men. This suggested that women may be disproportionately taking
on childcare responsibilities while schools and daycares remain closed
or virtual. In 2021, 76% of employees reported their employers provided
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support by offering flexible work options (McLean & Company, 2021).
Plus, 38% of employees reported their organization offered “reduced
hours for parents taking on temporary childcare responsibilities due to
COVID-19 restrictions,” as well as 36% saying their employers are “holding
jobs for parents taking on temporary childcare responsibilities due to
COVID-19 restrictions,” (McLean & Company, 2021). Organizations that
were found providing these supports were more likely to be providing
a greater employee experience.

The Biden Administration in January 2021 decided to allow change to
ARPA benefits, to increase the tax-free limit. SHRM reports, "Ordinarily,
the amount that can be excluded for DCAP benefits is limited to $5,000,
subject to certain earned income limitations. For 2021, ARPA has increased
that limit to $10,500,” (2021). Meaning, now employees had more flexibility
in choosing where to spend their funds during the pandemic. It raised
the pretax contribution limits for flex spending accounts and increased
the value of dependent care tax credit for 2021 (Small Traub, Lynne, &
Zimmer, 2021). A choice between a grace period had also been added or
permitting rollover of funds from 2020 to 2021, and 2021 to 2022. Both have
about the same result, but employees were given the option to choose for
themselves. Flexibility for the caregiver is at the forefront of this change.
Again, all expenses still must be the same, previously approved expenses,
but now it gave the caregiver more funds and more time since there were
more complications and more expenses with being a caregiver during
the pandemic. An additional pandemic relief act that was implemented in
early 2021 was an IRS Notice. Employers had the opportunity to extend
the dependent care FSA claims period. Specifically, the claims period
extension was for dependents who “age out” by turning 13 during the
covid pandemic emergency crisis. The limiting age would stay at 14 for
2021. However, the relief would only apply to dependent care FSA funds
that remained unspent at the end of the 2020 plan year (Small Traub,
Lynne, & Zimmer, 2021). Employers warned that a decrease in the amount
in paychecks may occur, to spread out the contributions over as many
pay periods as possible. Edward Leeds, employee benefits and executive



Impact of the Pandemic on Employee Benefits 13

compensation counsel at law firm Ballard Spahr, predicted that most
employers were not going to increase the amount that their employees
may contribute in 2021 to their FSAs, but instead, “will let employees
carry over all unused amounts from 2020 into 2021, as permitted by the
CAA, and offer employees a 12-month grace period in 2021 to spend
unused 2020 contributions, "treating those unused amounts, in addition
to contributions made in 2021, as tax-free," (Miller, Stimulus Act Raises
Dependent Care FSA Limits, Adjusts Tax Credit, 2021).

One unique benefit offered by Zynga was fertility care treatment.
Zynga partnered with Maven, a fertility and family planning benefits
company. The employees had access to fertility treatments like IVF,
egg freezing and surrogacy, with reimbursements of up to $20,000. The
Maven partnership even had benefits to appeal to new parents, including
access to primary care providers, sleep specialists, and return-to-work
counselors. Mo Johanssen, an HR partner at Zynga, had felt the direct
and emotional effects on her, as she had sought out the company due to
their family planning benefits (Place, 2020).

Time-Off Benefits
Time-off benefits experienced a drastic change, which one can observe
from family benefits. Companies started expanding their paid sick leave
to include more exceptions, like for children and the elderly (Held J.
M., 2021). The main benefit that was noticed was the flexibility with
childcare. As previously mentioned, parents experienced hardships with
childcare, as daycares and other programs were shut down. For example,
“Boston Consulting Group survey found that amid the pandemic, 60%
of U.S. parents say they have had no outside childcare,” (Rogers, 2020).
The barrier between home life and work-life used to be definitive, with
many employers saying, "Leave it at the door." Managers did not want
home issues interfering with work, as an employee should be focused
on the work in front of them at their job. Now, it was exceptionally hard
to ignore home life, especially if employees were telecommuting and
working from home. The theme of improved time-off benefits during the
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pandemic was simple: to be flexible. More and more employers were now
offering flexible scheduling to accommodate as many people as possible.
This involved allowing more paid time off (PTO), as well as allowing
more roll-over days and flexible holidays (Stemmle & Hampton, 2020).
Plus, as the nation started to ease restrictions, many employees want to
continue working from home, now that it was efficient and possible for
many workers across different industries. A recent Gallup survey found
that 54% of office workers say they would leave their job for one that
would offer more flexible work time. Additionally, a recent IBM study
learned, “More than 75 percent of respondents indicated they’d like to
continue to work remotely at least occasionally, while more than half
wanted remote working to be their primary way of working,” (Stemmle &
Hampton, 2020). While working remotely was a new addition, it appears
that most employees want at least the opportunity to pick their mode of
work. It was proven during the pandemic that not all workers are needed
in the office to keep the company efficient.

An increasing trend among companies was to implement a company
day off, or a company-wide shut down for a week. Many employees
understood that a vacation is not always necessarily a vacation. Emails
pile up, meetings still occur, and employees can fall behind while away
from the office, so it is not a true vacation where an employee can unplug
and relax. Having flexible hours and the opportunity for vacation was
not enough, it needed to be structured time set aside for the employees.
The Washington Post reported that Mozilla decided to close company-
wide for a "Wellness Week," to allow its employees a real, true break
(2021). Another initiative the company added were wellness days, which
were Fridays that the entire company had off. They occurred once a
month, every month, for the year of 2021. Mozilla chose a Friday so
employees could enjoy a long weekend. Bumble and LinkedIn had also
enjoyed a company-wide week off, and Shopify instituted "Rest and
Refuel Fridays”' from July 2 through August 2021. Fidelity had granted
its American full-time and part-time employees five extra paid relief
days for any unexpected event that may occur. Plus, they added elder
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and child-care coordinators to help their employees find caregivers and
tutors. To top it all off, Fidelity showed true compassion for its workers by
expanding a program to help parents with children who have behavioral
or developmental disabilities (Youn, 2021). As a result, many employers
noticed changes in their employees, like better meeting attendance.
Companies were paving the way for the future of paid time off, with
their employees’ needs at the forefront of the movement

Miscellaneous Benefits
There were a few benefits from COVID that do not explicitly fit into any
of the aforementioned categories. Oneida Nation Enterprises (Turning
Stone Resort and Casino), that I was interning for, had been experiencing
a shortage of applicants. Businesses around the country were also feeling
this hiring lull. Wages were going up, and some fast-food places were
paying anywhere from $15-$18 an hour, to attract new hires. While
my company did not raise their wages, instead, we offered sign-on
bonuses. Many of these bonuses could be up to $1000, or even more,
depending on the position. Another benefit or perk that has been added
was referral bonuses. Employees who referred someone that was hired
could expect to receive $750 incrementally placed into their paycheck
over 90 days. Businesses were becoming more competitive by adding
different incentives to attract new hires.

Companies like Spotify were adding co-working spaces around the
nation for their employees who may not have had access to a quiet
place at home to work remotely, or their office had closed. This allowed
employees to work quite literally from anywhere, whether it be the
home office, a global company office, or a co-working space that Spotify
provided. “The productive group of workers are the ones who work
successfully from anywhere, and data suggests that employees who
can work from anywhere are more satisfied with their work, but bad
leadership, inadequate working space, and distractions can negatively
affect that,” reported Samantha Subin in April 2021. Co-working spaces
gave employees the chance to interact like office space, in a smaller
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setting and a comfortable environment. Plus, it was a great option for
someone who wanted to work remotely but did not have the adequate
or appropriate space to perform their job.

Lessons Learned

One word to describe employee benefits during the coronavirus pandemic
was flexible. No one could predict the events that happened in early
2020, and the lasting effects that the world was still experiencing.
Employers had to shift their priorities from organizational productivity to
employee wellness. The fine line between employees' personal lives and
work lives melted into each other. With employees working remotely,
businesses became responsible for parts of employees' personal lives,
too. The two-year period was a special and unique moment, where
many coworkers had to become personal and vulnerable with each
other because it was necessary to support each other through this time.
Children were now home full-time, parents were trying to operate
at their previous level of productivity while trying to be teachers, be
caring parents, and keep up on their regularly scheduled life. There
was pressure on workers, who struggled to keep up with all these
responsibilities. Organizations recognized and understood this struggle,
as nearly everyone was experiencing the same stress and fear. Employee
wellness still is at the forefront of most decisions as the transition back
to the office is happening. There must be a level of flexibility among
companies and their employees to succeed. Plus, it was the companies’
responsibility to communicate new policies, procedures and benefits,
to ensure employees are aware of the resources that can help them
(Deshales, 2020). Jessica B. Grande, a consultant with Cowden Associates
in Pittsburgh, also emphasized the importance of communicating these
benefits with employees, “they need to be aware they are available
and also understand [them]," she noted. "Employers will see the most
engagement and enrollment in these programs when promoted through
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a robust communications campaign tailored to the specific employee
population," (Miller, 2021).

In addition to flexibility, employers need to be asking their employees
what benefits will truly benefit them. “Rue Dooley, a longtime HR knowl-
edge adviser for the Society for Human Resource Management, said that
beyond basic benefits or flexible vacation, simply listening to employees
can guide organizations trying to smooth the post-lockdown transition:
are workers gabbing about Peloton instructors? Nanny services? Their
pandemic rescue pets,” (Cohen, 2021). Listening to employees directly
could help achieve a benefits package that employees used and took
advantage of. Another example of this was Bryan Aycock, the Director
of Benefits at Zynga, who took a very straight-forward approach with
his employees. When the pandemic hit, he focused on immediate needs
first: new monitors, ergonomic chairs, EAP and mental health support,
and waiving copays for the remainder of the year. Aycock could shift
attention to plans he already had in 2020 and modified them to fit the
new needs of the company. For example, one program had partnered
with a gym membership service that would allow members to visit
multiple locations. Rather than scrap the benefit entirely, he modified it so
employees could access virtual classes that members could stream online,
right from their homes. "Most people don't think about benefits until
you need them, when something is wrong," says Mo Johanssen, HR
business partner at Zynga. "But Bryan sees the connection to the whole
person so they can really come to work and just feel like they can be
themselves” (Place, 2020). Organizations need to directly examine their
employees’ needs, and tailor unique benefits toward their demographic.
Aycock used various tools to ensure the benefits were the most fitting for
his company. Rather than sign a three-year contract with new vendors,
he opted for a one-year contract, which was unusual. He did this because
he did not know how the program would resonate with employees. If
he implemented a program that was not a great fit, he could cancel the
program and find something that would work for his employees. Aside
from taking feedback from employees, Aycock established a benefits
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dashboard. Here, he could track utilization, and could further work with
HR to boost programs that were not being utilized. This was an approach
that all organizations should have been taking, putting their employees
at the forefront of benefits packages.

HR needs to be involved in a business continuity plan so that if another
crisis happens, the business can resume as quickly as possible (McLean
& Company, 2021). If a crisis like this can occur once, another one can
happen again. McLean & Company describe it, "These low-likelihood,
high-impact events are sudden, unpredictable and temporary." Now
more than ever employees are depending on their employer for guidance
because the length of the crisis is unknown, and it disrupts everyday
life. Additionally, during these moments, experts recommend consulting
with the entire leadership to create benefits, so that the most competitive
package can be created. A CFO’s involvement could change perspective
on the package to offer, while including HR could keep employees’ needs
at the utmost priority (Tepper, 2021).

The link between employee wellness and organizational productivity
is worth noting (Jones, Molitor & Reif, 2020; Peace, 2020; McCoy, 2020;
Claxton, 2020; Qaisar, Mariam & Ahmad, 2018; Chen et. al., 2015).
Some of the major trends of benefits are going toward expanding and
adding the employee benefits discussed in this article. Employers should
conduct needs assessments to determine their employees’ unique needs
given demographics, the marketplace, and pressures that result from
disruptive events (e.g., pandemics). Employee involvement during the
needs assessment, feedback and evaluation phases are critical. Employee
input is an important supplement to macro-organizational metrics.
Internal marketing and clear employee communication that demystifies
employee benefits is (Fry 2021; Gifford, 2021; Bontrager & Marshall,
2020). Finding the best fit of employee benefits for the organization
is only half the battle, the other half is making sure employees know
how to assess and use their benefits, so that wellness, productivity, and
organizational effectiveness increases.
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Several HR decisions are made by leadership outside of HR which
diminishes decision effectiveness (McLean & Company, 2021). The
pandemic has exposed the gap in HR and leadership and has made the
disconnect evident. There has been an obvious shift from prioritizing the
organization to placing higher priority to employees' needs and interests.
Moving forward, HR needs to be included in strategic planning. While
HR must be focused on recognizing the talent implications for varying
scenarios, they must also provide strategies to address those implications.
Maximizing HR contributions to organizational performance will require
HR to clarify where the decision-making power lies. HR needs to assert
its right to assist in HR-related decisions to balance organizational
and employee needs. It has become clear that if companies are not
properly advocating for and supporting their employees, the organization
effectiveness suffers. Although the coronavirus disrupted the workplace,
it increased the extent that employees were valued as employers found
it difficult to staff positions following the great resignation. Moving
forward, organizations must strategically support their employees during
disruptive events. An encouraging sign is that 98% of HR professionals
and their leadership recently surveyed reported that they plan to improve
employee care, increase workplace flexibility, and pay more attention
to employee mental health (Allen, 2021; Miller, 2021). The HR function
must step up to this challenge by enacting its strategic partner and
employee advocate roles (Urlich, 1997), using meaningful metrics and
business analytics (Becker, Huselid, & Ulrich, 2001) and developing
critical competencies aligned with recent HR Competency models such
as measurement and evaluation and critical thinking skills (SHRM, 2018).
Doing so is critical to improve employee well-being, productivity, and
organizational competitiveness.
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