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In this 5-part thought leadership series, GuideSpark CEO, Keith Kitani explores the 
future of communications in this new way of working post-pandemic. Kitani covers 
topics around change, digital transformation, creating a connected enterprise, 
ensuring employee alignment and productivity in times of uncertainty, and the overall 
communication landscape. Drawing on conversations with other business leaders 
and GuideSpark’s communication expertise, Keith outlines how we can help our 
employees and business thrive in this new era.
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PART 1

Our New Normal –
Work Has Changed 
For Good

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted our world 
in unprecedented ways. Two areas dominating 
the global stage right now are public health 
and the economy. In a catch-22 scenario, we’ve 
rapidly understood that these two sectors are 
completely co-dependent. People need to be 
safe – physically, emotionally, and financially – 
but we can only achieve this through working 
businesses. And companies can only survive if 
their employees, customers, and supply chains 
are safe and healthy. 

Even as uncertainty prevails, the business 
response to this crisis has been quick, innovative, 
and disruptive. Change became necessary, and 
so companies around the world have reinvented 
the way we work – a change that I believe 
will reshape the commercial and economic 
landscape forever.

With this new way of working 
and thinking, companies need 
to become more agile, refocus 
priorities, and adopt digital 
transformation now.
Foundational to these monumental changes 
is communication; it has never been more 
critical to evolve the way we communicate 
with everyone involved in our business 
transformation, starting  with our very  
own employees. 
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Change Rapidly

Forget the phrase “business as usual.” I can’t 
think of a single industry that has not been 
impacted in some extreme way due to these 
recent events. For companies that are change-
ready, their business agility and mindset helped 
prepare them to adapt to the new normal, even 
as that normal was ever-changing. Change must 
become part of the DNA of companies right 
now in order to survive in this new work world. 
Change is the only constant.

Rethink Workspace

While remote workers and telecommuting are 
not new concepts, many companies moved 
to a 100% workforce literally overnight – and 
successfully. Brick and mortar businesses 
moved to adapt quickly, by either making 
physical changes to keep employees and 
customers safe, or by retooling how they deliver 
goods and services, and in some cases are 
even producing brand new products to help 
fill gaps in critical shortages. Whatever the 
case, businesses must rethink their traditional 
workspace strategies.

Digitize Now

As we’ve seen the past few months, digital 
transformation projects that might have once 
taken years are now happening in weeks. Global 
initiatives, such as telemedicine, that have 
seemed to fall under the “nice-to-have” category 
the last few years are now being reprioritized. 
Businesses must have a plan to go digital, now.

Evolve Communication

Communication has always been at the core 
of any company, but as the world becomes 
more digital – and noisier – and as change 
becomes the norm, communications need 
to adapt. Businesses need to evolve in order 
to communicate to a diverse, and now more 
dispersed, set of employees. Communication 
must drive alignment, productivity, and 
engagement. For this to happen in the new 
way of working, it needs to be continuous and 
personalized, especially during times of change.

Implications of the New Way of Working
Now that the genie is out of the bottle, we’ve all been given 
“permission” to conduct business differently. But what are the 
implications of this new work model?
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Getting Back on our Feet
I am continuously amazed at the human spirit when we are faced with a 
calamity or immense change. 50 years ago, a ruptured oxygen tank on NASA’s 
Apollo 13 mission triggered a series of lifesaving adaptations and innovations 
on the part of both the astronauts and the teams on the ground. Some of these 
moves were performed in minutes, hours and days.

This pandemic has knocked us down but together we will get back on our 
collective feet and be better for it. If this new work model becomes the norm, 
many companies will have to make significant transformations and innovate 
quickly in order to survive. Communication will be critical to keeping employees 
aligned and productive through these changes, and will help make these 
unprecedented changes achievable.
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Enterprises were already becoming more distributed and diverse before COVID 
19, but we should expect a dramatic increase in the remote work option post-
pandemic. This creates a number of advantages – a wider talent pool, less 
facilities costs, better commutes, and more – but it also brings some new 
challenges. Companies have long relied on personal connections to drive their 
business, so in this new model, how do we ensure that we’re just as productive  
and cohesive?

Let’s discuss how we can create an organization that’s connected through 
culture, digitalization, and communication – especially during times  
of uncertainty.

PART 2

Creating a Connected Enterprise
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As we “re-open for business” over 
the next few months amidst this 
uncertainty, I believe there will be 
some profound changes.

First, there will be a new emphasis on the 
health and well-being of our co-workers.Think 
about how almost every organization today 
starts interactions with a check on employee 
and family health – physically, mentally, and 
financially. Second, where and how we work 
will be different. The remote work option was 
put under an extreme pressure test, and it has 
worked for the most part. As such, I believe more 
employees and businesses will adopt a larger 
remote workforce going forward. Leaders will 
have to find new ways to keep the company 
culture alive, replace the proverbial “water cooler,” 
and keep people healthy and connected.

One approach is to connect with employees 
beyond just their titles and locations.

For example, we have a program called “Humans 
of GuideSpark,” where we share each individual’s 
unique background and story. It provides a 
special kind of insight, empathy, and connection, 
no matter where employees are located. We 

Connect through Culture
Culture is the core of any organization, and provides its connective tissue. Culture is made 
up of a common mission, an inspirational vision, and a set of values, behaviors, and norms. 
But the culture carriers are people, our employees. 

have several Slack channels just for socializing 
– our digital water cooler, so to speak – where 
we can discuss shared interests and give virtual 
“shout-outs” for personal and professional 
milestones. We also have cultural norms around 
remote working; they’re as simple as showing 
up for company meetings, connecting via video, 
and participating in surveys, FAQ sessions, and 
games or challenges.  

Another strategy is to create a strong 
culture around change and build a change 
mindset.

Charles O’Reilly, the Frank E. Buck Professor of 
Management at the Stanford Graduate School 
for Business, says, “Companies with strong 
cultural norms of adaptability perform better 
over the long-run, and managers can help create 
an adaptive corporate culture within their own 
organizations.” A change-ready organization will 
adapt more quickly as work models transform, 
especially during the post-pandemic phase.
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Connect through Digitalization
Digital transformation happened seemingly overnight for many companies, moving their 
businesses online with new processes and communications. Digitalization projects that 
were slated to take place over 2 years shrunk to 2 months.

We found that we can change quickly when 
necessary, and we surprised ourselves at the 
innovation, problem-solving, and retooling that 
we made happen. The premise “it’s not the 
strongest, but the most adaptable who survive,” 
has never been more appropriate than during 
this time.

There were many positives that came  
out of this transformation: Business became 
agile and adaptable. Processes were streamlined 
and accelerated. Online learning, video 
conferencing, and collaboration tools increased 
exponentially, and became the lifeblood of 
connectivity.

But phase two is upon us.

Given this renewed push for digitalization, and 
now that we know what’s actually possible, 
every business model is under scrutiny. There 
are questions about how we can do things 

more efficiently, from almost anywhere. We’ve 
felt kinks in the global supply chain, and we’re 
investigating how to protect our businesses in 
the future. 

Our employees will feel the side effects of 
going digital the most.

New skills will be needed, and employees will 
need to adapt quickly. There will be much more 
“digital noise,” such as information coming 
from everywhere in multiple formats. Now that 
digitalization is a core pillar of the strategy, we 
need to connect employees to this new world 
of work. They’ll need help understanding what 
the changes mean to them, their roles, and their 
responsibilities. Managers are trusted advisors 
who can help interpret change and connect with 
their employees personally in this new era of 
digitalization. 
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To truly communicate, we need to go beyond just spouting a 
message; we need to connect emotionally, engage authentically, and 
help change behavior. While that’s a tall order for communication, 
these aspirational goals are possible.

During the crisis there was one central message, but as we exit there 
will be a greater amount of information required, bringing along 
many competing priorities and messages, and the delivery of that 
information will accelerate. To get through this, we need to connect 
to each employee.

 
Here are some key factors to getting this right:  

Connect through Communication
Foundational to any business is communication, especially 
during times of extreme change.

We need to orchestrate communication 
across the employee experience, reaching the 
workforce in ways that are part of their natural 
workflow and communication media.

We need to remember that change is a journey, 
which is usually unique to each employee 
group. So, we can’t just communicate in one 
single message in a single way and be done; 
we need to deliver communication journeys 
designed to drive the desired business 
outcomes for each employee group.  

We need to customize or personalize our 
communications. This can’t be a “one-size-fits-
all” approach; it has to be relevant and timely 
for our diverse population of employees.

And lastly, we need to measure our 
communications to see if we are really getting 
through to employees – not just quantitatively, 
but also qualitatively, measuring engagement 
and sentiment.
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Employees need to hear from us
Communicating during time of crisis and digital disruption can be difficult, but 
not if our employees have an adaptive mindset and leaders have a change 
communications strategy in place. In times of change, employees need to hear 
from us even more. Scaling, managing, and measuring communications will be 
a critical need for the enterprise in this new era of work. 
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COVID-19 has changed our personal and professional lives forever. For the past 
few months, business leaders around the world have been operating in emergency 
mode and communicating accordingly with their teams. Many 2020 priorities 
and business objectives have been temporarily paused in favor of more urgent 
matters with a single focus: Help our employees and our businesses navigate this 
pandemic. I call this the “crisis phase.”

Now, we’re moving into the “return-to-work phase,” getting back to our office spaces 
and re-opening the economy. But this new phase creates even more uncertainty. 
Will there be a second wave of the virus? What will the economic recovery look 
like? Which industries will rebound first? Will there be additional government 
assistance, and at the same time, restrictions? We’re transitioning from a singular 
focus back to running our businesses with multiple objectives, without yet knowing 
the full impact of COVID-19.

As companies navigate new safety protocols and figure out how to run 
their operations in this new era, communication becomes imperative to 
keep our workforce aligned and productive.

PART 3

Ensuring Alignment and 
Productivity During Times 
of Uncertainty
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Cutting through the Digital Noise
During this transition, we’ve certainly been granted the opportunity to examine our previous business 
models and shake things up. For many of us, our companies will look very different exiting this 
pandemic than they did when it first began. We’ll have to get our employees on the same page, 
explaining both the changes as well as our updated objectives and priorities.

We need a communication strategy to handle this complexity – and keep our teams aligned and 
productive. But an integral part of this communication strategy will also be getting employees 
comfortable with change itself.

But communicating during this phase 
will also be more complex. Why?

Uncertainty

The future is uncertain. Our plans will change, 
and communicating during constant change  
is hard.

Information noise

There’s an overload of personal, professional, 
health-related, and financial information being 
thrown at our employees, so how do we cut 
through that noise? 

Digital Transformation

Over the past few months, the world went digital 
and is continuing down that accelerated path. 
Our communication strategy must adapt to 
encompass this increasingly digital world. 
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We need to expect ongoing, 
accelerating change.

Companies will need to help employees prepare 
for, and eventually embrace, change in order to 
succeed in the uncertain world ahead. Those 
businesses that can change and adapt quickly 
will have a significant competitive advantage, 
which we’ve already seen during the past few 
months.

Part of getting the workforce aligned and 
productive is communicating what the path 
to success looks like.

Training our front-line managers and providing 
them with the tools they need to communicate 
to their individual employees about what the 
changes mean to them is fundamental. We 
should involve those managers in discussions 
about what new skills may be required of their 
teams in this new way of doing business. 

Preparing employees for change

Taking this one step further, change needs to be 
part of our ongoing corporate culture, building 
a change-ready organization and mindset from 
the ground up. But remember, change is about 
people, and meeting the needs of today’s diverse 
workforce requires an even more complex 
strategy.

We’ll need to roll out the current strategy, 
and then make updates as the situation 
evolves so that employees understand the 
new playbook.

Sharing updated objectives and priorities, as well 
as how these things will influence employees’ 
performance goals and day-to-day activities, will 
help productivity and engagement levels remain 
constant.
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This new world of work requires a new communications 
strategy and approach. Here are some critical components:

Communicate effectively

Communicate Continuously

Communication is always important, but during times of 
uncertainty and change, it’s absolutely critical. Employees are 
people; they need to know what’s happening on a regular basis to 
maintain their engagement and productivity levels. As Hubert Joly, 
Executive Chairman, and former CEO of Best Buy, wrote in a recent 
article, we should “communicate with (our) employees in ongoing, 
frequent, transparent, and honest ways, seeking out approaches 
with a human touch.”

Measure Twice

Sydney J. Harris, a syndicated columnist for the Chicago Sun-Times, 
once wrote that, “information is giving out and communication is 
getting through.” We won’t know if we’re getting through unless 
we measure both the effectiveness of the communication and the 
sentiment around the initiatives being outlined. Data and insights are 
just as important as the communication itself.

Target and Customize your Communications

One size does not fit all. Employees are unique, so communication 
should take an employee-centric view to reach them on their terms, 
which may include segmenting the messages and varying the 
channels and media. We need to cut through the increased noise 
with messaging and content experiences that are meaningful 
and relevant. And don’t forget the softer side of change and 
communications – tone, style and personalization are also essential 
to driving the emotional part of change.
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Three Phases 
for Navigating 
the Pandemic:

Returning to  
Work (under 
significant  
uncertainty)

The 
New/Next  
Normal

Managing 
the Crisis
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Keep teams on track and on task
Finally, the magnitude and speed of change every industry is experiencing right 
now requires a new way of keeping our teams on track and on task. While we’re 
in unchartered waters, I believe having a communication strategy that cuts 
through the digital noise, prepares employees for change, and is orchestrated 
in continuous, customized, and measurable ways will go a long way in helping 
our workforce remain aligned and productive during this new normal.
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In this series, I’ve been writing about strategies we can use to navigate through 
the new model of work as we strive to align our personal and professional lives 
with this “next normal.” Companies that have best weathered this pandemic storm 
exhibit several key characteristics: a change mindset, fast digital transformation, 
and the ability to keep their employees connected, aligned, and productive.  

It’s no secret that the cornerstone of these key strategies is communication – but 
now, communication itself has also undergone a monumental change. This new 
work model requires a strategic communication experience. Let’s dive into what 
this looks like for global enterprises and their employees as they return to work.

PART 4

A Digital World: Rethinking 
Communications 
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Enterprise Communication Landscape – The Next Normal
There have primarily been two main components of the  
workplace communication experience: Communication Delivery  
and Communication Engagement. 

Due to COVID-19 shelter-in-place restrictions, many businesses have quickly moved their operations 
to a digital environment. There’s been a dramatic increase in remote working and limited travel 
options – all of which means that companies have had to completely change the way they think about 
communications, and will now need to address their overall communication strategy from a largely 
digital standpoint.

Looking first at Communication Delivery, enterprise organizations have ramped up their digital efforts 
to collaborate, conference, and utilize new channels within our changed work environments. While 
these methods can never truly replace the in-person experience, they’ve given rise to new levels of 
productivity and the use of many digital tools – which, while they may remain an essential part of the 
future of work, also create an increasingly noisy digital environment for employees.

Collaboration

Teamwork makes the dream work. We have never been in more need of collaboration than 
now, to stay productive, on task and at least control some part of our professional lives. 
The usage uptick of platforms such as Slack, Microsoft Teams, Confluence and more 
helped provide the normalcy of virtual “stand-ups”, project management and replaced ad 
hoc conversations – whether business-related or social.  

Channels

Digital communication delivery exploded. Email, texts, chats, portals and mobile apps kept 
everyone informed but also inadvertently created information overload for our employees. 
Even worse, the information coming in wasn’t segmented by employee groups and offered 
little by way of context for our diverse and now widely dispersed workforce. 

Conferencing

As the saying goes, “We have to stop meeting like this.” And we did. Overnight, businesses 
moved from physical to virtual meetings through Zoom, WebEx, Skype and other web 
conferencing tools. [stats about usage here]. Yes, there were some security and bandwidth 
issues and a new phrase: Zoom Fatigue but overall users adapted fairly well to this new 
way of meeting. 
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Now looking at Communication Engagement, enterprises must evolve in much the same way that 
consumers have. Common, more traditional use cases for creating engagement include ad hoc, one-
time messages to reach employees, for example:

But rather than “one-off” communications like these, a strategy where every message is connected and 
part of a larger conversation will have a much stronger, more lasting impact on the intended audience. 
And, a communication engagement strategy can be the driving force behind these current trends:

Peer-to-peer Communication

Information shared between individual employees or among groups. Ideal for 
day-to-day work, collaboration, and sharing information.

Change Communication

An emerging approach that focuses on driving strategic employee behavior 
change through communication. For example, a targeted communication 
journey designed to drive employee action, alignment, or adoption of a new 
business initiative.

Employee Communication

The delivery of information to employees, often including a feedback loop. 
Typical examples include notifications, ad hoc messaging, and content posting.

Live Communication

Digital experiences intended to replace in-person meetings or presentations, 
generally with video. Great for building a human connection even within a 
virtual platform, whether it’s an interactive meeting or a one-way presentation.

Program Communication

The ongoing messaging that many organizations use to describe and drive 
adoption of their company programs. These communications are moving 
from individual messages and content to consumer grade experiences, 
including campaigns and multimedia content.
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Continuous Communication

There is a lot of change happening around the way we work, and new information coming 
forward every day. Communication with employees cannot be a “one-and-done” event – it 
needs to be frequent, ongoing, and relevant. Rather than a single message, think about 
communication more holistically. Messaging can be delivered strategically – at specific 
times, in an intentional order, and with a thoughtful, ongoing message. And, as more 
communications become necessary for multiple business initiatives, these experiences 
can be orchestrated with one another to avoid communication overload.

Data & Insights

How do we know we’re getting through to employees? Communication needs to be 
measured, and so do the data and analytics derived from those results – enabling you to 
drive ongoing iteration. With data, you can clearly understand what’s working and what 
needs to be adjusted, all to ultimately optimize your strategy according to the results you’re 
seeing in real time. 

Targeted Messaging & Delivery

One single approach to communication may not be effective for your entire workforce. 
Employees are diverse, and they need communication to be delivered in a way that is 
contextual and applicable to their situation, as well as carried by the channels they use 
most in their day-to-day workflow.

To truly create engagement with your workforce in a way that cuts through the noisy digital 
environment, there are three key elements to consider:
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Combining Delivery and Engagement requires an overall orchestration and management of these 
strategies, which work in tandem to deliver a compelling, personalized communication experience, and 
over time drive business value. Agility, adaptability, and willingness to change at the speed of business 
will come to be critical advantages in this increasingly noisy digital world.
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As we wrap up our series on the future of communications in this new normal, we’re 
left with an important decision to make. When the time comes, we can either try to 
return to the old way of leading our organizations the way we did before this global 
pandemic, or we can leverage the scrappiness, resilience, and adaptability that we’ve 
learned through this process. Business as we know it will only continue to evolve, and 
it’s clear now more than ever that communications, in combination with a change-
ready mindset, are a clear competitive advantage that will keep us moving forward. 

I believe that our reaction to and handling of change will define this next generation 
of business – and empowering employees is the key to driving the “change DNA” 
we need in our workforce culture. And, by framing the change in terms of our larger 
strategic goals and desired outcomes, it will have an even more meaningful impact. 
Then, we’ll be able to identify a successful change initiative by measuring the 
alignment, actions, and adoption that employees demonstrate.

However, no change can happen successfully in an organization that doesn’t prioritize 
its communications. By reaching and engaging employees with strategic messaging, 
a change initiative can truly break through the critical last mile and drive program 
success. Strong communications have the power to gain the trust and buy-in from 
your workforce, carrying your change initiative over the finish line.

PART 5

Driving Your Change-Ready 
Organization 



GuideSpark  |   Changing the Way We Work For Good 23

There are a few critical steps to take 
transformation from a theoretical objective to 
real, tangible results:

Embrace the Change
If 2020 has taught us anything, it’s that we should start getting comfortable with 
ambiguity and moving targets. Priorities and goals have shifted dramatically this 
year, and companies that are flexible and adaptable will not just survive, but thrive. 
To propel these skills forward, leaders should be authentic and transparent with their 
teams, using the information available – even when the answers are uncertain. 

When leaders subscribe to the change-readiness efforts, it paves the way for their 
teams to understand and adopt the change in a significant way. But it doesn’t stop 
there – all employees will need to acquire new skills to adapt to large-scale change. 
For some, this may mean creating new processes; for others, this may mean entirely 
new career paths. All of these moving pieces should boost employee engagement 
and retention while also alleviating their concerns around keeping with up with the 
new work environment.
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Personalize the Change
McKinsey & Company recently launched a podcast about the “personalization of 
change,” which is the idea of making change relevant by explaining what it means 
to employees on an individual role level. The concept goes deeper, by exploring 
employees’ obstacles in the face of change, whether employees feel they aren’t 
allowed to make a change, can’t make a change due to a lack of skill, or won’t make a 
change because they simply don’t believe in it.

In talking with many executives in charge of enterprise-level change 
initiatives, one common theme I hear is that it’s important to answer the 
question, “what’s in it for me?” 

It’s something that employees often think but don’t always express. The McKinsey 
podcast also points to the intersection of technology, data, and human insight, which 
is “transforming the way we enact change,” and is key to effect mass transformation 
– starting at an individual level.
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Alignment

As the future of business becomes more and more uncertain, it’s more crucial now 
than ever to be able to bring your workforce with you through unprecedented changes. 
When your employees buy into the steps you’re taking to adapt to new challenges, 
they’ll not only support those efforts, but drive them toward success.

Due to the ongoing pandemic, many organizations – especially those in the retail 
sector – are in a position of having a large number of employees on furloughed leave. 
With a strong communication experience, these businesses can retain the trust and 
connection with those furloughed employees, so that alignment is still in place as 
those employees return to work. 

A merger or acquisition is another significant workplace change that will require a 
focused eye on alignment – after an M&A, it’s critical that the entire workforce is 
aligned with the evolution of the business. Aligned performance goals can be one 
reflection of this, but frequent, ongoing communication – including opportunities for 
two-way feedback – is the strongest way to foster a true cultural alignment.

Communicate the change
Finally, these change-readiness strategies rely on one critical step to move them 
forward – how we use communications to drive the change. Any strategies and plans 
around change and transformation will ultimately rise and fall – succeed or fail – 
based on how they’re communicated. 

We’ve highlighted many strategies to communicate effectively with your workforce 
throughout this series, but how do you then feel confident that your program 
has succeeded? To answer this, it’s crucial to understand the strategic employee 
outcomes you’re seeking across three pillars of communication success: Alignment, 
Action, and Adoption.
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Action

Tracking certain employee actions after the launch of a change initiative can 
sometimes be the clearest way to measure your program’s success. With a clear 
understanding of the new employee behaviors your organization requires, a way to 
easily measure those steps will become an asset. 

Consider the many organizations strongly prioritizing the health and safety of 
employees in recent months, with a particular focus on mental health initiatives 
due to the stressors this pandemic has caused. By successfully communicating 
the resources available to employees, an organization would see an increase in 
enrollment in mental health resources, which may ultimately result in a healthier, more 
productive workforce. 

Adoption

Successfully guiding your employees to adopt a new change has been a widespread 
priority since the onset of the shelter-in-place era. With such a large number of 
employees now working remotely, many have had to quickly understand and adopt 
new technology and digitalization efforts that allow them to work more efficiently in 
this environment. 

And, with civil unrest and tensions around racial injustice and inequity making 
headlines in recent weeks, businesses have seen a need to communicate their 
priorities around diversity and inclusion – both to their employees and on an external 
level. Now, more than ever, employee adoption of these D&I initiatives has become an 
essential piece of gaining trust and buy-in from the workforce.
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This pandemic has affected every organization differently – we’re all in new, 
uncharted territory where we have to juggle business priorities with a global health 
crisis, making difficult decisions every step of the way. But, it’s also true that 
organizations with a willingness to undergo dramatic change overnight, adapt to 
brand new business models, or completely revise their priorities in light of this new 
reality will be the ones to make it through this era in one piece. 

I’ve talked at length in this series about the importance of strategic communications 
during times of change and uncertainty, especially in an increasingly noisy 
environment, but the COVID-19 pandemic has made it a make-or-break issue. With 
strong communications, you’ll have the foundation for a deep connection to your 
workforce – opening the door for buy-in and the strategic behaviors you need to keep 
your business moving forward, including alignment, actions taken, and adoption of 
your change initiative. 

Communications are the critical last mile that not only keep your 
employees informed, but enable them to engage with and become 
the driving force of your strategic priorities. 
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GuideSpark Communicate Cloud® drives organizational change with communication 
journeys, targeted experiences that reach and engage your workforce, to change 
employee behaviors and achieve your critical business goals for Talent Strategies, 
M&A, and Digital Transformation. Manage, measure, and scale your internal 
communication effectiveness with GuideSpark.

Learn more about GuideSpark

Interested in learning more about how to leverage your communications to achieve 
business outcomes?

Request a demo today: www.guidespark.com/contact
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