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Optimal Risk Strategy
Awareness, Prevention, Preparation

Risk strategies for corporations

Operational and
organizational 

strategies

Risk-mitigation
strategies

Contingency planning
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strategies

Scenarios,
stakeholder needs
and operating risks

Leadership and communication

Sustained effort 
and continual 

re-examination drills 



Lessons learned from SARS* epidemic

� Impact: 800 deaths, $60 billion economic loss

� 25% to 40% percent absenteeism rate due to illness, family care, 
school closures, fear, quarantines, travel restrictions

� Restrictions: quarantines, bans on public gatherings, border closures, 
school closures, travel limitations
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� Industries hit hard – retail, restaurants, airlines, hotels, tourism

� Hospitals overwhelmed

� Shortages of protective gear

� Expats and dependents relocated

* SARS = severe acute respiratory syndrome



Workforce planning
Organizational response strategy

� Survive and recover

� Employee health and productivity are critical

� Now is the time to create and test a plan to manage your workforce 
throughout a pandemic

� What are the operating strategy choices?
- Temporary shutdown?
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- Temporary shutdown?
- Scaled down?
- Business as usual? OR



Goal: Survive and recover

Keep the workplace safe

Keep you and your employees healthy
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Reduce the risk of transmission



Employer actions

� Educate managers to understand signs of flu and know your protocols

� Reinforce importance of having a personal physician

� Identify convenient urgent care centers for after-hours care

� Remind people what medical services are covered and what cost 
sharing requirements are based on type of service
– MD office visits
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– MD office visits
– Emergency room coverage
– Urgent care center 
– Rx
– Medical transportation – local and out-of-the-country

� Have protocols in place for people visiting your office who may be sick

� Learn how to contact your local Health Department or Ministry if 
outbreak occurs



Workforce planning
Organizational considerations

� What is core to the business?
– Activities?
– People?
– Skills?

� How prepared are your 
employees?

Very prepared  – we cross-
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– Very prepared  – we cross-
train

– Prepared – competency-
based training

– Less prepared – training is 
role specific



Workforce planning
Protecting your employees

� Restrictions
– Quarantine provisions 

� Organization-provided 
precautionary tools

� Social distancing
– Telecommuting
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– Telecommuting
– Alternate work schedules

� Travel policies
– Business necessity
– Personal travel

� Sick policies
– Assessment
– Enforcement



Workforce planning
Locating your employees

Maintain up-to-date employee contact 
information

� Addresses
– Home 
– Work site(s)
– Client site(s)
– Other off-site location(s)
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– Other off-site location(s)

� Phone numbers
– Personal landline and cell
– Emergency contact landline and cell

� E-mail addresses
– Personal
– Emergency contact



Workforce planning
Sustaining your employees

� Workers’ benefits
� Health benefits
� Retirement
� Counseling
� Meals (in some locations)

Protect your employees and your organization for bo th the immediate 
and the potential long-term impact of a pandemic
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� Meals (in some locations)

� HR policies
� Compensation/payroll
� Staffing
� Leave
� Return to work
� Telecommuting 

� Office cleaning standards



Workforce planning 
IT infrastructure

� IT implications
– Server availability/bandwidth
– Access and permissions
– Security and backup 

� Broadband for remote access

� Security access
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� Security access

� Online transactions

� 100% direct deposit of payrolls 

� Video conferencing, back-up ISPs and e-mail



Workforce planning
Moving forward

� Look for other sources where 
information may be found
– Business continuity plans
– Disaster recovery plans
– Total rewards strategies
– Talent management initiatives
– Workforce flexibility initiatives
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– Workforce flexibility initiatives

� Make planning a team effort
– Leadership
– HR
– IT
– Finance/Risk
– Legal
– Other partners/vendors



Preparation

Would current pay policies and practices address th e 
organization’s needs during a pandemic?

� Primary areas of focus:
– Absenteeism and paid/unpaid leave
– Pay calculation
– Hazard pay
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� Steps for being prepared:
– Think about your workforce in segments
– Familiarize yourself with the legal rights of employees and 

employers
– Review and revise pay policies and practices, as appropriate
– Communicate with employees



Segmenting the workforce

� Allows for the anticipation of questions and scenarios, specific to a 
particular group, that may arise during a pandemic 

� Can help identify the unique needs of employee groups that may be 
overlooked when planning for the general employee population
– Should delivery employees be eligible for hazard pay?
– How will annual bonuses and performance-based pay be calculated 

if typical goals cannot be achieved?
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if typical goals cannot be achieved?
– How will sales commission and other incentives be calculated if the 

sales force is idle for a portion of the performance period?

� Questions to ask:
– Who is included in each segment?
– What are their core responsibilities?
– Where are employees located?
– What is the frequency of pay, and who is involved in pay administration 

for each segment?



Legal rights of employees and employers

� Focus on the legal rights of the employees and the organization

� Legal rights can vary from country to country and by employee segment 
within each country
– In the US, for example, the Fair Labor Standards Act provides legal 

guidance regarding the treatment of pay for the exempt and 
nonexempt worker classifications

� Individual employment contracts/offer letters, collective agreements and 
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� Individual employment contracts/offer letters, collective agreements and 
applicable legislation need to be reviewed with regard to rights 
concerning policy changes and eligibility for and distribution of pay

� In some countries, employers are obligated to consult with employees 
on issues affecting their work, including arrangements to address a 
pandemic situation

� If employees are being asked or are being required to work from home, 
employers need to implement controls to ensure compliance with 
overtime and working hours laws



Policy and practice revision and communication

� Employers must determine the appropriate pay administration policies 
and practices, taking into account the needs of their workforce and 
their legal obligations

� Once policies and practices are reviewed and potentially revised, 
consistent application becomes extremely important
– Employers greatly increase the risk of discrimination claims if pay is 

handled on an individual basis
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handled on an individual basis

� Communication of pay policies and practices provides a common 
foundation of understanding between employees and their employer



Scope of potential impact on operations 
and duration of the impact

� Most crisis communication plans deal in 
days, not months

� Preventive care requires advance 
knowledge

The time to assess and plan communications is now
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� Employees have a right to offer input on 
ethical issues raised by public health risks 
in the workplace

� Organizations can play a vital role in limiting 
or helping to prevent the spread of flu



The goals and guiding principles for employee commu nications

� Inform
– What’s happening
– What the company is doing to protect employees
– How the company will share information

� Educate
– Myth vs. fact (rumor spreads faster than the virus)

– Prevent panic

� Be factual

� Be timely

� Share relevant 
information

� Use multiple 
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– Prevent panic

– What employees can do

� Involve
– Consider and address feedback
– Recognize and respect privacy

� Connect
– Employees across locations
– Personal actions to the bigger picture

� Use multiple 
channels

� Prepare 
spokespersons 
and coordinate 
messaging

� Sustain efforts



The communication plan content and actions

“Low impact”

Content � General health messages – commitment to health and safety

� Connections to health plans and wellness campaigns

� Pay, benefit, support policies on travel to affected areas or minor impact on 
workers in locations affected by pandemic

� High-level, relevant details of  business continuity and communications plan
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Action � Proactively communicate about preventive care and planning

� Assemble a cross-functional team and develop “playbook” and communication 
protocols

� Designate and prepare authorized spokespersons

� Research employee awareness and level of understanding

� Develop a “dark” website* and alternative communication channels

* A pre-populated website that can be turned on in time of crisis.



The communication plan content and actions

“High impact” – Crisis 

Content � Specific, relevant details of business continuity plans

� Travel and other restrictions

� Policies for leave, telecommuting, work rules, health-related privacy and 
workplace safety

� Detailed information on emergency notification/communication channels and 
pandemic-related company actions
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pandemic-related company actions

� Public health information and communication channels

Action � Initiate daily/regular crisis-communication team calls

� Contact all stakeholders regarding continuity plans

� Launch alternative communication channels and drive messaging to channels 
accessed remotely

� Leverage news media in key employee markets



Critical considerations to factor into your communi cation plan

� Business risk and time

� Anticipation of employee behaviors 

� Executive crisis experience and 
spokesperson(s)

� Operational practices for crisis-
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communication team

� Key messages by stakeholder group

� Public health information resources

� Alternative communication channels

� Sustainment efforts



What you must be able to do through your plan

� Show , through actions and policies, how personal safety and well-being will 
be the company's #1 priority

� Tell employees…
– What to do now
– What will be available if a pandemic affects the company in a serious 

way, and that the company has a pandemic preparedness plan
– How the company will operate in the event of a significant outbreak
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– How the company will operate in the event of a significant outbreak

� Welcome and address employee input on difficult ethical issues raised by 
public health risks in the workplace 

� Provide information resources regarding how employees can take steps 
both now to help protect their families and in the future if the pandemic has 
a more severe impact



Questions and contacts

Contacts

� Russell D. Robbins, MD, MBA
– Mercer
– 601 Merritt 7, 5th Floor
– Norwalk, CT 06856

� +1 203 229 6357 
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� russell.robbins@mercer.com
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