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Communication is a part of the soul of your 
company. No matter how big or small you are, 
it’s the means by which you’re able to motivate, 
inform, connect and engage your people.  
And it’s perhaps never been more important 
to revisit your communication strategies given just 
how much the world of work has changed.

The COVID-19 pandemic forced many American employers to rethink how 
they communicate. More employees were remote. Rules around customer 
engagement changed. But this provided an opportunity to review and 
refine how we communicate, in order to set us up to be more successful.

As a leader in People Operations, you will work with leaders to clarify your 
company’s approach to communications, infusing the right components 
into various forms of company messaging to support your culture. 
In smaller companies, communication often falls to the People Ops team, 
since it’s so closely tied to engagement. How often and in what format 
will your leaders disseminate information? Is your company’s best channel 
email, text, video, posters or some combination of these?

In this eBook, we look at the foundations of successful communication 
practices for companies of all types. Ready built for any type of workforce 
(remote, in-office, tele-commuting, or a hybrid of any of those) we’ll talk 
about keys to good communication that can be used internally or externally.



What is 
a communications 
strategy?
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A company or departmental communications 
strategy is an explicit plan that outlines the process 
of communications inside a company, and can 
encompass internal, external, or both.

It can include specifics on:

• How and when the leaders or teams share information 
with the workforce

• Who is included in company communications  
(do contracts, interns, vendors receive updates?)

• The company’s position on style, tone, and content 
(are we formal or informal?)

• Which channels of communication will be used  
(Zoom, Slack, email, text, digital signage, etc.)

• Guidelines regarding key moments in the business such 
as promotions, hiring, exiting employees, key fiscal moments, 
benefit programs, product or customer wins, etc.
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It can also serve as another way to reinforce your values, by setting 
an example and including written guidance on how your people should 
communicate with each other, like:

• We value openness, honesty, a solution-mindset, and kindness

• We use language that is inclusive

• We respond within 24 hours

• We listen and don’t jump to conclusions

• We bring up concerns early, to stay ahead of issues

• We embrace diversity and inclusion by challenging preconceived 
notions and asking questions

Communication norms can be included in your employee handbook where 
existing workers or new hires have easy access to reference it; you can talk 
about it in orientation; and you can lead by example. Keep in mind that how 
your executives and People Team communicate with employees sets the 
tone for the entire company. This is a big responsibility — and a fun one.



63.3% of companies 
say retaining 
employees is harder 
than hiring them.

How your executives 
and People Team 
communicate with 
employees sets the 
tone for the entire 
company.



Positioning 
a communications plan 
as a critical value-add 
to the business
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Once you’ve established that having a plan for 
communications is a critical component of your 
company’s success, it’s time to demonstrate how your 
strategy helps the company meet its larger goals.

To do this, get granular. Just like you gathered data to show the connection 
between People Ops objectives and larger business goals, gather data that 
demonstrates the connections between good communication and employee 
engagement, productivity, collaboration, turnover/retention, and recruiting. 
Demonstrate, too, what’s at stake when companies don’t communicate well 
(e.g. losing top performers, net loss of productive work hours, too much 
time wasted on clarifying poor communications, etc). Then share what can 
be gained if a communication strategy is in place (e.g. better collaboration, 
fewer silos, greater trust, more alignment to the brand’s mission or purpose, 
more idea generation, etc.). Show the impact of great communications 
to business success by using quantifiable data that make a clear connection 
between comms and the bottom line.

Once you get alignment from the top, you can use the same talking 
points about the value of a strong communications plan with 
employees and managers.

Gather data that demonstrates the connections between good 
communication and employee engagement, productivity, collaboration, 
turnover/retention, and recruiting.



Attributes 
of an effective 
communicator
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Once you’ve worked with your leaders to define 
an approach and strategy for the company, it’s 
time to think about your own skills in this area 
personally and as a representative of HR.

First, you’ll need to think about what information is shared and when.  
This is important for expectation setting, and building a rhythm for your 
team. Set a calendar, consider the appropriate cadence, and make sure 
you know what channels you will use and when:

DAILY WEEKLY BI-MONTHLY MONTHLY QUARTERLY AS NEEDED

Strategy / Goals ✕ ✕

Small Team Meetings ✕ ✕

Entire Team All Hands ✕ ✕

Excom Meeting Updates ✕ ✕

Informal Blog Posts / 
Team Intranet Space ✕ ✕

Engage  (like / comment / 
walk the halls) ✕ ✕

Recognitions ✕

This is a general guideline regarding the recommended cadence of communication.
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Having a plan for who communicates what 
when is important for consistency and 
to ensure you don’t miss anything. It also 
helps ensure that you don’t have too many 
communications coming out at the same 
time; people in general are overwhelmed 
with too much information. By setting 
the stage thoughtfully, you are helping 
your employees understand what they 
need to pay attention to — and giving 
them the space to do that.

People

Operations
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Communicating on a personal level

As any good communicator knows, the most important aspect to good 
communication is not just a good plan of what and when you’re going to say 
some stuff. Think about who should send what messages — as the POPS 
person, should your team be associated with rolling out the harassment 
training? Or is this a compliance related training better “owned” by the CEO 
or company lawyer? Take a moment to think about what you choose to own 
in terms of messages that define you and your department.

You will also need to think about how you deliver your message. The best 
communicators are authentic to who they are and knowing their audience. 
Good communicators:

• Treat people like adults — caring not only about what they say,  
but also how they say it

• Are direct, to the point, and able to land their points without 
damaging relationships

• Own their own messages, and don’t do the manager’s job for them. 
Better to coach the manager to have a difficult conversation rather 
than do it for them

The POPS role is to be a facilitator, a connector, the glue. Just being 
normal and being yourself in terms of communication will go a long way 
to erasing that HR stigma — and helping elevate the employee experience. 
Here are a few ways to help you be a great communicator.



Checklist 
for Effective 
Communication
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Checklist for Effective Communication

 □ BE AUTHENTIC

Show genuine interest in both your verbal and non-verbal communication.

 □ BE CONFIDENT

Know your stuff. Bring a strong, open-minded demeanor.

 □ BE CREDIBLE

Tell the truth. This includes knowing what you don’t know and sharing as much 
when people ask you questions that go beyond your knowledge base.

 □ BE ENGAGING

Care about your audience. Ask them questions and don’t make the dialog 
all about you.

 □ BE CURIOUS

Ask questions and listen to answers. Maintain a beginner’s mentality which 
means allowing yourself to be influenced, changed.

 □ BE TRUSTWORTHY

Honor people’s requests for confidence, be good to your word,  
and apologize when you mess up.



What you say and 
how you say it
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What you’re trying to say is the content of your 
message, and the root of all communication.  
Whether you’re communicating by written word, 
video, audio, or whatever, that thing you’re trying to get 
someone to hear or understand? That’s your content.

When leading the charge on HR or company communications, it’s 
important to think critically about what you’re trying to say. This may 
sound obvious, but you’d be surprised by how many times people don’t 
think about what points they’re trying to land. You want “what you say” 
to be “what you mean” so there’s zero ambiguity in the message. This adds 
to your credibility and confidence as a communicator, and your audience 
will grow to trust your communications more.

To do this:

1. Draft your message

2. Choose your channel

3. Have someone else review your message for clarity

4. Eliminate non-essential fluff (trust us, there is some)

5. Lead with the important stuff — people have limited attention spans

6. Practice giving your message (either by re-reading as your audience, 
or speaking out loud for video or an in person presentation)

7. Hit send
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Next, consider how you will deliver the message. Communication delivery 
can include any combination of tone, pacing, context, emojis, facial 
expressions, body language, and pitch. These things impact how your 
audience responds to your message, and whether or not they even hear it. 
For critical messages, it’s important to keep in mind, in the words of Maya 
Angelou, “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, 
but people will never forget how you made them feel.” (Maya Angelou)

The words you choose, and how you deliver them is vital to success 
in People Operations, to build trust and to maintain a safe and inclusive 
working environment. Pausing to think about the delivery can assuage 
frustrating situations, resolve some of the sting of a potential conflict,  
and help to create a foundation for employees to feel safe to provide 
critical feedback with one another so they can grow and excel.



63.3% of companies 
say retaining 
employees is harder 
than hiring them.

People will forget 
what you said, people 
will forget what you 
did, but people will 
never forget how you 
made them feel. 

MAYA ANGELOU



Where you say it
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You’ve got your content, and you’ve thought about 
delivery. The next thing to consider is the format 
of your message, or where you’ll say it.

Message format can be as essential as tone or pitch when landing 
a message. A notification of termination, for example, is better handled 
in an in-person discussion than through an email. A company event 
should be announced in an email rather than a phone call. In addition, 
different communication technologies platforms carry inherently 
different meanings. A text is immediate, an email is formal, an in-person 
meeting is very personal, and video — well, video can be all of the above 
depending upon how it’s used.
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Example of types of appropriate communication channels by topic:

EMAIL BLOG INTRANET VLOG MESSAGE 
(People Hub)

ZOOM WEBCAST DIGITAL 
SIGNAGE

ONE-ON- 
ONE

MEETING

Open 
enrollment ✕ ✕

Cake in the 
Kitchen ✕ ✕

New Hire 
Welcome ✕ ✕

Quarterly 
Wins ✕

All Hands ✕

Open Hours ✕

CEO 
Message ✕

Performance 
Conversation ✕

Examples of types of appropriate communication channels by topic. Source: Zenefits, 2021

When considering the right method of delivery, take into account how your 
employees naturally look for information. What are their communication 
preferences? Will you get more attention from them if you text them 
versus sending an email? Do this and your messages will be better 
received and are more likely to be consumed.



Communication 
tech tips
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People spend up to 80% of their work day 
in communications, between emails, meetings, 
and conversations. In People Operations,  
it could be more. 

You could spend your whole day (and weekend) answering one-off 
questions from employees or re-sending emails that you’ve already sent. 
But who wants to do that? It’s more likely you’ll avoid the “HR police” 
typecast if half your job isn’t sending nagging, follow up emails.

Instead, use technology to effectively scale your communications, while 
simultaneously giving your employees greater access to self-service help. The 
basis of this is providing important documentation in digital, available ways that 
employees can access at any time. This means cloud-based and mobile friendly.

Here are some examples:

• Managing your employee handbook in the cloud.  
Post your employee handbook — complete with all your corporate 
policies—to the cloud once, and know that all your employees will 
have immediate access to it. This is a one-to-many communication 
approach, or the ability for information to be posted in one spot 
while servicing unlimited people.

• Technology-enabled listening is another way to digitally  
scale communications.  
Employee engagement surveys and pulse surveys (more on these in the 
next chapter) are a one-to-many listening tool. Employers can ask 
their people for opinions on any number of topics, asking for feedback 
or soliciting ideas in a quick and complete way that allows the POPS 
team to recommend quick action to department or company leaders.

https://www.quantified.ai/blog/how-much-of-our-workday-do-we-spend-communicating


63.3% of companies 
say retaining 
employees is harder 
than hiring them.

Use technology 
to effectively scale 
your communications, 
while simultaneously 
giving your employees 
greater access 
to self-service help.
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Another important part of communication is staying technically literate. 
Millennials and Gen Zers are mobile app platforms, navigate between 
messenger apps freely, and have a different expectation of things like emoji 
use and video communication. What age group is your workforce? What are 
their unique relationships with digital communications? Should this impact 
the ways in which you communicate updates, rewards, and recognition?

Don’t be afraid to use modern communication tools like emojis or gifs from 
time to time on the appropriate channels, if that is authentic to you, your 
leaders, or your company. Several studies that link emoji participation 
in the workplace to improvements across the business include:

• Positive Work Culture and Using Emojis to Contribute to It  
— HR Technologist

• Why Emojis May Be the Key to Employee Retention  
— MIT Sloan Management Review

• The Communicative Functions of Emoticons in Workplace E-Mails :-) 
— The Oxford Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication

https://www.hrtechnologist.com/articles/digital-transformation/positive-work-culture-and-using-emojis-to-contribute-to-it-the-week-of-may-6-2019-on-hr-technologist/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/tech-savvy-why-emojis-may-be-the-key-to-employee-retention/
https://academic.oup.com/jcmc/article/19/4/780/4067523


Measuring 
success
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The last part of a communication plan is measuring 
success. If you look obliquely at certain aspects of your 
business, you’ll be able to ascertain data on your efforts. 

Here are a few ways to measure communication programs:

• Survey active employees.  
Survey employees before and after you introduce a communications 
strategy on how well they think the organization is in general with 
communications, how they feel their communications are with 
their managers or peers, and how much time they spend clarifying 
misunderstandings. Tracking this figure over time will provide 
a reliable dataset from which you can extrapolate the lost time 
or money from miscommunications.

• Ask employees for feedback during onboarding and offboarding.  
Solicit feedback on your communications process from new employees 
and employees ready to leave the company. These two groups 
generally provide more accurate and less “politically correct” responses 
on how you’re doing as far as sharing appropriate information.

• Quantify incoming questions, address, and measure results.  
For example, if you get 3 questions a week on paystubs, after you 
implement a communication plan to address this gap in employee 
understanding, measure how many paystub questions you get after 
you have published the oft-requested information. If you did a good 
job, there will be less.

• Review open rate for messages you send.  
This is next level, as you may need specialized tools to explore email 
open rate, text receipts, or intranet page views or videos watched.
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When you put it all together, your communications strategy should 
increase workplace productivity by providing clarity to employees 
on a number of fronts, increasing overall company communication 
competency, making HR and leaders more accessible and responsive,  
and providing effective ways for employees to engage and connect  
with you, the leaders, and each other.

THE OLD HR WAY:

Lacks a relevant 
communications strategy 
and the means to validate 
its success. HR leaders are 
policy police, siloed, and 
operating apart from the 
rest of the organization. 

THE POPS WAY: 

Develops a communication 
plan that drives the 
company values around 
communication as well 
defining the cadence, 
tone, and channels for 
various internal company 
announcements.  
The POPS way engages 
employees, encourages 
people to treat each other 
as adults, and leverages 
tailored communication 
strategies to drive 
productivity.



At Zenefits, we believe the entrepreneurs  
and employees in small and mid-size businesses 
power the American economy. Their tenacity, 
perseverance, and dreams represent the 
backbone of our workforce.

However these businesses face challenges disproportionate to their size and resources. 

And technology providers largely focus on the needs of large businesses — creating 

services that don’t serve small and mid-size businesses.

The Zenefits mission is to level the playing field for the other 99.7%: the underserved 

small businesses that fuel our economy. We provide innovative and intuitive HR and 

payroll software and services purpose-built for these small and mid-size companies.

If you want to change the way your organization communicates for the better, you’ve 

come to the right place. Use Zenefits to own employee collaboration, empower 

employees to share their voice, and get the business of HR done.

START A FREE DEMO

https://www.zenefits.com/


ORDER NOW

Continued reading 
& human connection

People Operations is a cultural and technological shift in human capital 
management that allows companies to put a greater focus on their people.

If you’re looking for more progressive people management perspectives 
and how to unleash the full potential of your workforce, order the book 

People Operations, or write to hello@zenefits.com.



zenefits.com

Disclaimer: The materials available in this publication, 
as well as use of, and access to, this publication or any 
of the emails, marketing materials, or derivative 
assets, are for informational purposes only and not 
for the purpose of providing legal advice. You should 
contact your attorney to obtain advice with respect 
to any particular issue or problem.

© 2021, YourPeople, Inc., d/b/a Zenefits. 
All rights reserved.
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