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T
B Y  J U L I E  B O S

THESE DAYS, THE GLOBAL ECONOMY IS FLOUNDERING—and for many companies, so is 
employee engagement. From global corporations with thousands of employees to mom-and-pop shops
that employ just a handful, no business is immune to the effects of the global economic downturn.

Although managers can’t do much about the economy at large, they can do certain things to safeguard
their companies against professional and organizational disaster. Perhaps one of the best is engaging 
employees.

“Companies do what they have to do to survive—and smart companies take advantage of difficult
business downturns to develop their people,” says Steve Hardesty, Ph.D., director of consulting services
for Assess Systems (formerly Bigby-Havis). “This prepares the company to weather the storm with the
best and brightest of its talent more fully onboard and permits it to recover rapidly and more successfully.” 

Focus on Open, Honest Employee Communication
People crave information in times of crisis. Unfortunately, employers that hide bad news from employees

end up hindering their employee engagement efforts—and squelching the positive morale.
Wise companies focus on building trust with their employees by being open and forthcoming with in-

formation. They also seek employee feedback and design new ways for employees to communicate with
management. At the end of the day, it’s about honest communication and being a good listener, allowing
employees to vent and express their concerns.

Even without the threat of

layoffs, many employees

are worried about how

today’s turbulent economy

could affect their job 

security, employee benefits

or 401(k)s. Indeed,

employee engagement

has never been more

critical. Consider these

strategies to help your

employees stay positive,

calm and committed.

Building Engagement 
in an Economic Crisis

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTIONL E A D I N G  T H E  W A Y  I N  
EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT AND RETENTION



Jungle
Out There

It’s a

 You can be king!
Now more than ever, you’ve got to motivate and inspire your pack.

200+

We look at incentives from a different angle.

®



30 Workƒorce MMAANNAAGGEEMMEENNTT | w w w. w o r k f o r c e . c o m a p r i l  2 0 ,  2 0 0 9

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTIONL E A D I N G  T H E  W A Y  I N  
EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT AND RETENTION

Rymax Marketing Services, the largest
factory-direct manufacturer's represen-
tative in the incentive industry, is one
company that strives to do it right. 

“Communication is a major key to
success,” agrees Ruth Kliwinski, hu-
man resources manager. “At Rymax,
we hold monthly management meetings
where all the departmental heads and
executive management team members
are present. This type of brainstorming
fosters team engagement and is very
productive. Also, our President will
hold quarterly meetings with the entire
company, generally over lunch, which
he provides for the employees. The fact
that he is so available is also a factor in
increased employee engagement.”

Promote Stability 
and Security

It’s natural for employees to be fear-
ful in uncertain economic times. Many
have lost friends to layoffs, some have
spouses who have lost jobs, and all of
them are worried about how the tough
economy will affect them. To help calm
employees’ nerves, respond to their
cares and concerns; show them how
they fit in with the future of the compa-
ny; and remind them they are valuable
members of the team.

“To weather the economic storm,
companies should turn their focus to
their most valuable asset: their employ-
ees,” says Kliwinski. “By investing in
their employees, whether it’s through a
formal incentive program, or a simple
monthly breakfast, informal birthday
celebrations and some after-work
team-building exercises, the company
is showing that it does care.”

Set a Clear, Compelling 
Direction that Empowers
Each Employee

Employees are bombarded by bad
economic news these days, which can
cause them to get distracted and lose
focus. To help keep them on track,
managers should regularly communi-
cate their expectations—even the ones
they think are implied or understood. 

Managers can set and discuss clear
goals both through annual employee
reviews, as well as through any compa-
ny incentive programs. Then, each
manager should review and refresh
these goals quarterly, based on the
team’s success.

Coach Employees and 
Managers Who Have 
Not Worked During an 
Economic Crisis

Not everyone has experience work-
ing through a recession. Focused 
training can help. Specialized coaching
can be instrumental in helping man-
agers and employees maximize their
core strengths and minimize weaknesses.
Make sure your training programs
teach active listening skills, and 
offer group sessions to talk through
different economic issues that impact
the business.

Emphasize Career Growth,
Training and Development

“The advantage of developing inter-
nal talent is that these employees 
already understand the organization
and its culture—and are already 
committed to it,” says JoAnn McMil-
lan, Ph.D., chief operating officer of
Assess Systems. “If you can channel
those opportunities and help them
grow and develop, you’ve got a much
better chance of retaining a workforce
that is committed to the organization’s
success.” 

“It’s always important to know 
employees’ skills and strengths and to
continue developing them for alternate
roles within the company,” agrees 
Kliwinski. “This enables you to move
employees into different areas of the
company, where they are more 
challenged—and therefore more 
engaged.” 

Keep Recognizing and 
Rewarding High Performance

Remember, recognition provides em-
ployees with a personal, positive indica-
tion that they are valued contributors.
This can be tremendously powerful
when economic news is negative. 

“At many companies across the
country, employee morale may be
down,” says Kliwinski. “However,
companies should use this as an oppor-
tunity to strengthen their recognition
program and tactics. If an employee has
taken on a heavier workload, managers
should acknowledge it. If an incentive
program is in place, the manager
shouldn’t forget to use the program to
reward its employees. Remember: even
small recognition can go a long way.”

C O M PA N Y  P R O F I L E

Recognize and retain your

workforce! Rymax provides

fully-customized employee

incentive programs from

start to finish. As the

largest Manufacturer's

Representative in the

incentive industry, we have

the resources to provide

great rewards at even 

better pricing. 

Our expert teams work

together to create a 

program that is easy to use

and administer. You can

count on us to execute

your program and be there

every step of the way: from

planning and inception, 

to launch, to celebrating

your success!

For more information, visit

www.rymaxinc.com/wm
or call (866) 879-2241.
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Demonstrate a Strong 
Commitment to 
Employee Wellness 

Let’s face it, downsizing and “right-
sizing” cause stress. So do job consoli-
dation, heavier workloads and the
threat of layoffs. Unfortunately, this
fear and underlying stress have an 
impact on quality and productivity. 

Not only should employers continu-
ously assess employee workloads, they
should go one step further and help
maintain the health and vitality of
those who work for them. Often that
means promoting the employee bene-

fits that focus on health, exercise and
stress-reduction.

Focus on Retention Efforts
to Deflect the Higher
Turnover Rates Expected 
After Economic Recovery 

Eventually, the economy will turn
around. And as more jobs become
available, turnover risks increase. Fo-
cus on your top talent to ensure that
they stay with your company as out-
side opportunities rise.

Remember, studies show that it costs

an average of two and a half times an
employee’s salary to replace them. It’s
much more cost effective to keep the
employees you’ve got—and invest your
money in consistent employee motiva-
tion, recognition and rewards.

Conclusion
Yes, times are tough; but building

employee engagement should be a 
non-negotiable part of every employer’s
survival strategy. During hard times, 
do your best to help ensure everyone is
engaged—and pulling in the same 
direction. ■


