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Overview
• Examples from recent research: 

employee perspectives on 
communication from employers during 
the COVID-19 pandemic
• Risk communication guidance (CDC and 

WHO frameworks)
• Considerations for leaders and employers

Øbarriers to working/returning to work 
during the COVID-19 pandemic

Øfactors that may interfere with 
compliance with public health advice, 
including guidance from leaders and 
employers

Goal: begin to design communication 
strategies that support employees during 
this crisis
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A word about this heterogeneous audience

• Health Links network (HR professionals, health and 
safety personnel, leadership members in organizations 
throughout Colorado, including many small businesses) 

• Public Health/Anschutz Medical Campus professionals

• (other) Team leaders/supervisors

• (other) Employees

-----Working from home; those beginning to return to 
work; essential workers, still working, but potentially at 
personal risk; healthcare workers and more
• Those who have lost a job and are experiencing financial 

strain

• Those who are worried about job loss

• Those caring for others (children, older parents, those with 
special needs)

• Those considered in high risk groups for COVID-19 (older, 
medically fragile, others)

• Those who have lost a loved one to COVID-19

• Those struggling with personal health concerns

• Many others
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Guide: “A Business 
Leader’s Guide to 
Effective Crisis 
Communications”-
Eight COVID-19 Best 
Practices here.

From the Guide:  Uncertain times elevate the 
importance of clear, credible communication from 
leaders. Organizations most likely to survive and 
emerge with reputations intact will be those that:

• Communicate proactively at every stage of the crisis 
while constantly looking ahead

• Balance reassurance and realism
• Anticipate stakeholder concerns and address them 

clearly and forthrightly
• Put calm, authentic leaders forward

Colorado Chamber has partnered with Linhart PR to provide a free white 
paper on effective crisis communications for the business community. 
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https://cochamber.com/wp-content/uploads/COVID-Crisis-Comms-COChamber-LinhartPR.pdf
https://www.linhartpr.com/
https://cochamber.com/wp-content/uploads/COVID-Crisis-Comms-COChamber-LinhartPR.pdf


Research Report: Leadership Communications During COVID-19
Leaders have risen to the challenge of communicating 
with employees during the pandemic. 

However, leaders were more likely than employees to 
rate communications as effective across domains.

Less than half of employees said they believe their 
organization is extremely or very interested in hearing 
employee feedback during this pandemic. 

In future communications, respondents want –
• more transparency about what the organization 

knows and doesn’t know, 
• more resources for emotional and mental health, 

including dealing with stress and anxiety, and 
• stronger acknowledgement of the difficulty of the 

situation. 
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https://orangefiery.com/uploads/Orangefiery_Navigatin-%2520COVID19-Briefing-for-Leaders.pdf


In addition, they wanted 
• to understand clear plans for the 

organization’s future
• the impact of the disruption on their role, 

work and job security
• more consistent, frequent and direct 

communications from top leaders
• more direct acknowledgement of 

misinformation and/or rumors
• More information about sick days, personal 

days and other benefits to deal with sick 
family members, children at home, etc. 

“Being transparent, being 
as clear as possible, 
staying calm and showing 
empathy are critical. 
These steps, along with 
demonstrating openness 
to feedback and clarifying 
what the future looks like, 
are top priorities for 
building greater employee 
satisfaction and trust.”
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Based on Crisis Stage Models, reviewed here

See McKinsey & Company for crisis communication life 
cycle

Crisis life cycle, needs vary with 
the cycle’s stages.
• 1-Early stages, instructive

information to encourage calm; 
how to stay safe is fundamental.

• 2-As people begin to follow 
safety instructions, shift to a 
focus on adjusting to change & 
uncertainty.

• 3-Finally, as the end comes into 
view, ramp up information to 
help people make sense of the 
crisis and its impact 
(internalizing). 
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254120920_Mindful_Learning_in_Crisis_Management
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/contact-tracing-for-covid-19-new-considerations-for-its-practical-application


Public health 
communication 
guidelines during 
crises

• CDC: Crisis Emergency 
Risk Communications 
(CERC)
• World Health 

Organization: Risk 
Communication in Health 
Emergencies
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How do people process information during a crisis?
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CDC: Crisis Emergency Risk 
Communications (CERC)

Give people clear 
instructions about actions 
that are easy to perform, 
especially when 
introducing threatening 
information (such as 
health risks). Threatening 
communication: a critical re-analysis 
and a revised meta-analytic test of 
fear appeal theory
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https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17437199.2012.703527


Trust and credibility of the message (messenger) 
Key elements to building trust:
• Empathy and caring
• Competence and expertise
• Honesty
• Commitment
• Accountability 
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What we are learning from our research with domestic violence (intimate 
partner abuse) public service messaging campaigns among refugee groups

AP Photo

Community designed messaging 
campaigns can be a powerful way 
to change attitudes and 
behaviors. This capitalizes on social 
norms-based approaches to behavioral 
change (messages from “in-group” 
members = more credible).
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MAY 5 - Webinar recording here. 

Mental Health & COVID-19 Best Practice Public Health 
Information Campaigns: What Is Working and Why? 

Main points, global perspectives –
• Lots of misinformation and as a result, there are credibility concerns associated with specific 

sources of information
• Messaging must be tailored to the needs of the specific population (including at risk or 

otherwise vulnerable sub-groups)
• Mental health and psychosocial support is a critical component that should be incorporated in 

messaging campaigns/communications
• How to reach groups that may be less accessible (e.g., not online, limited access to technology)
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https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/viewRecording/2148609953878693131/5348255861647334412/courtneymitchell13@gmail.com%3FregistrantKey=1952620907420847373&type=ATTENDEEEMAILRECORDINGLINK


Consider barriers to return to 
work that may be unique to 
your (diverse) employees. 
• High risk groups
• Caring for others at home 

(children, others)

PODCAST: Challenges in Returning 
Employees Back to Work After COVID-19
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https://www.littler.com/publication-press/publication/challenges-returning-employees-back-work-after-covid-19


Public health guidance (or guidance from an employer)

Social Science research 
relevant to understanding 
factors that can influence 
compliance with public 
health guidance
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Recommended books
• Risk perception
• Social Norms
• Cognitive bias
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Why do some reject accepted health 
guidance?

• Charismatic leader
• Confirmation bias and the internet
• Nature of risk perception
• Myopia – focus on the short-term
• Optimism – underestimate negative outcomes
• Inertia – maintain the status quo, especially in 

the face of uncertainty about benefits of 
protective measures
• Simplification – tendency to selectively attend 

to only a subset of the relevant facts. 
• Herding (social norms) – tendency to base 

choices on the observed or perceived actions 
of others

Engage social group
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False Consensus Effect: tendency to overestimate 
how much other people agree with you 
(misperception of social norms).

The Dunning-Kruger Effect: when people believe that 
they are smarter and more capable than they actually 
are, can't recognize the limits of their knowledge.

Anecdotal Bias: people are more likely to base 
decisions on anecdotal information (e.g., personal 
stories) instead of facts, especially when anxious. 

Additional Forms of Cognitive Bias

Utilize stories linked to facts
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Experts suggest that when 
evaluating information you 
find online, confirm that it 
comes from a trusted source 
such as the CDC or WHO 
before sharing it.

Confusion about changing messages may make people more susceptible to misinformation. 

Courtesy: Dr. Courtney Welton-Mitchell, Colorado School of Public Health © 2020



Other barriers to compliance with 
public health messaging that need 
to be to considered:
Racism, stigma, xenophobia…

Courtesy: Dr. Courtney Welton-Mitchell, Colorado School of Public Health © 2020



Employees want resources for emotional 
and mental health, including for dealing 
with stress and anxiety
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The Implications of COVID-19 for Mental Health and Substance Use
(Panchal et al, April 21, 2020)

Immediate Psychological Responses and Associated Factors during the 
Initial Stage of the 2019 Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Epidemic 
among the General Population in China (Wang et al., 2020)

Factors Associated With Mental Health Outcomes Among Health 
CareWorkers Exposed to Coronavirus Disease 2019 (Lai et al., 2020)

Mental Health and the COVID-19 Pandemic
Many people are experiencing mental 
health difficulties associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Feelings of grief, 
fear and anxiety are common, along with 
sleep disturbances, difficulty 
concentrating and more.
COVID-19's Psychological Toll: Mental Distress 
Among Americans Has Tripled During the 
Pandemic Compared to 2018
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https://www.kff.org/health-reform/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32155789
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/article-abstract/2763229
https://time.com/5833619/mental-health-coronavirus/


Detrimental effects of chronic stress

Stress can impact job performance
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COVID-19 Webinar: 
Practical Strategies for 
Supporting Mental 
Health During COVID-19

Courtney Welton-Mitchell, PhD

Includes resources for individuals at 
the local and nationwide level, 
including self-help, hotlines and 
telemental health.  
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https://youtu.be/5xuZ6_Zqpm4


For Leaders: COVID-19 Talking Points, Briefing Cards, Briefing 
Templates, Graphics, Videos and more to tailor
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https://phc.amedd.army.mil/topics/campaigns/covid19/Pages/Communication-Materials.aspx


People need 
timely,  

accurate, 
credible 

information.
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CDC Interim 
Guidance for 
Businesses and 
Employers 

OSHA Guidance for 
Preparing 
Workplaces for 
COVID-19

Resources related to employee performance and well-being (meta analysis, 2017)
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/guidance-business-response.html
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3990.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02678373.2017.1304463


“In this crisis leaders can draw on a 
wealth of research, precedent, and 
experience to build organizational 
resilience through an extended 
period of uncertainty, and even 
turn a crisis into a catalyst for 
positive change.” 
-McKinsey & Company, management consulting
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