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Hurricane Katrina wrought
destruction and devasta-
tion to the Gulf Coast area

on a scale rarely seen in the
United States. But amid all the
much-publicized FEMA fumbling,
and with state and local govern-
ments engaged in blaming, EAPs
quietly came in and delivered psy-
chological first aid without fan-
fare. That comes as no surprise, as
supporting employees and organi-
zations is what EAPs do best.

When those of us in the helping
professions respond to disasters
like Hurricane Katrina, however, it
becomes clear that no two cata-
strophes are the same. It is essen-
tial to assess the situation as it
develops, and utilize a phase-sen-
sitive, multi-component response.
That was one of the key lessons
we learned when the Crisis Care
Network (CCN) assisted with criti-
cal incident response services and
other employee assistance initia-
tives, after Katrina reached land on
Aug. 29, 2005.

Centralized Command Center
was Inapplicable

As the magnitude of this disas-
ter became apparent, we recog-
nized that delivering psychological
first aid (PFA) in the impact zone
would be a challenging task.
Whereas the Crisis Care Network

normally receives 400 to
500 requests for service a
month, we were receiving
over 1,500/month after
Katrina cut its wide path
of destruction.

Many of the recent disaster-
planning efforts have been focused
on preparing for another terrorist
attack, but the response to 9/11
isn’t the only template for disaster
response. We quickly learned that
assisting people whose lives were
devastated, as the result of Katrina
would create tremendous logistical
challenges that would stretch us
beyond our previous paradigm.

For comparison purposes, after
9/11, we had a mobile command
center in Manhattan, as that event,
terrible as it was, was contained to
the Ground Zero area in New
York. But Katrina was not con-
tained to a specific area, so a dif-
ferent game plan was required.
Consequently, due to factors such
as the unavailability of local spe-
cialists, and massive infrastructure
and communications impairments,
we made the decision to run oper-
ations from the CCN headquarters
in Grandville, MI.

We did provide direct assistance
to the Gulf Coast area for over six
months, but with all the disloca-
tion and communication problems,
it just didn’t make sense to think

we were going to be able to run
operations in a cost-effective way
in the Gulf Coast area. We were
aware that the “fog of war” that
follows an event of this size
always triggers confusion and mis-
information the closer you get to
the impact zone. Our Team
Leaders on the ground were given
the tools, personnel, and equip-
ment needed to deliver effective
PFA to our customers, while logis-

September 2006 Visit EA Report’s website at www.impact-publications.com EA Report   1

EMPLOYEE 
ASSISTANCE REPORT

s u p p o r t i n g  E A P  p r o f e s s i o n a l s

Volume 9, No. 9
September 2006

One Size DOESN’T Fit All:
Lessons Learned from Katrina

continued on Page 2

u A Synopsis of Lessons
Learned from Katrina

u Defining Workplace Retaliation
u Master the Art of Terminations
u Give Goals Wings, not Lead
Balloons

u Tips to Lead Effective Meetings
u Minority Employees May
Receive Less Coaching

u Communication Drives Results
INSERTS

u Brown Bagger: HR, EAPs are
Key Players in Disaster
Preparedness

u Payroll Stuffers
u LifestyleTIPS©

FE AT U R E D IN S I D E

By Jeffrey Gorter

The devastation depicted in this photo illus-
trates the challenges that EAPs and others in
the helping professions faced in responding to
Hurricane Katrina. Photo courtesy of Jeffrey
Gorter.



tical details were managed from a
secure setting outside of the
region.

In addition to front-line help,
assistance was offered through
both telephone and Web-based
interventions. Crisis Coach,
CCN’s proprietary Web-applica-
tion, offered access to an expanded
continuum of care, such as online
chats, question-and-answer
forums, and an extensive knowl-
edge base of disaster-related mate-
rial.

We also provided teleconfer-
ence trainings such as “leadership
in time of crisis” and other man-
agement issues to support organi-
zational leaders, while making
supportive outreach phone calls to
specifically identified employees
on behalf of the host employer.

We worked extensively with
Human Resources to consult with
management. In this way, if it
wasn’t practical to meet face-to-
face with employees, we were able
to assist management so that
employees had the peace of mind
in seeing that leadership had a
game plan, that they were still in
charge.

Furthermore, we responded to
many requests to conduct training
for those involved in the second
tier of impact. This included pro-
fessionals indirectly affected by
the disaster but exposed to vicari-
ous trauma. Insurance adjusters,
for example, had to deal with
stressful situations such as work-
ing out the financial details after a
spouse died, or determining
whether a home should be repaired
or demolished.

Traditional Networks
Don’t Work

Any EAP has a network of peo-
ple it contacts in emergencies, but
in a disaster as widespread as this,

you can’t use your typical network
and still serve your regular clients.
Consequently, one of the things we
did was to initiate a “surge capaci-
ty,” an email blast campaign to
identify and mobilize specialists in
specific geographic areas. In addi-
tion, our network of 5,000 trained
clinicians helped greatly in grap-
pling with logistical problems such
as who had the appropriate train-
ing, and which specialists were
available in a given area.

It was also necessary to make
contractual adjustments with cus-
tomers and specialists. We had to
make immediate calls to high-uti-
lization customers, and place daily
calls to other customers to track
anticipated utilization, and modify
tracking and charging of additional
travel/mileage expenses. Basically,
it was necessary to add a surcharge
to our EAP services. It isn’t that
we were trying to take advantage
of the situation — rather, we need-
ed to take into account the extra
expenses that were being incurred.

Service Models and Other
Lessons Learned

Aside from logistical concerns,
Katrina also provided a good indi-
cator of how Critical Incident
Response Services are evolving.
Original models, for example,
would programmatically lead
employees through very specific
steps, and assume the need for
people affected to get together in a
group setting for processing and
revisiting of experiences.

But that would have been inap-
propriate in a situation like this in
which people had more immediate
basic needs — such as lodging,
concerns about family displace-
ment, financial support, etc. Our
goals were to foster connectivity,
communicate care and compas-
sion, give solid factual information
regarding anticipated reactions and
coping skills, and provide opportu-

nities for self-expression to the
degree that they felt comfortable.
This was guided by assessing
where the employees were at emo-
tionally rather than following a
strict model-driven protocol.

The Army Corps of Engineers,
whom we worked with extensive-
ly, is an example of how tradition-
al models wouldn’t have worked.
These employees had to work for
long periods on repair and recov-
ery efforts; to engage them in a
process that might strip them of
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The following bulleted
points, based on Jeffrey
Gorter’s PowerPoint pre-

sentation, “Critical Incident
Response in Mass Disaster:
Lessons Learned from Katrina,”
provide a brief chronological
overview of the logistical chal-
lenges and lessons learned from
the Crisis Care Network’s (CCN)
response to Hurricane Katrina.

Disaster Response Plan
Logistical Challenges:

• Unavailability of local spe-
cialists;

• Inapplicability of centralized
command center; and

• Infrastructure impairment.

Unavailability of Local
Specialists:

• Engaged pre-established
“Dream Team” for initial
phase;

• Initiated “surge capacity” by
identifying and mobilizing
select specialists; and 

• Disaster response updates
and videos to recruit and
inform.

Inapplicability of Centralized
Command Center:

• Made decision to run opera-
tion from Grandville, MI;

• Flew two mass disaster-experi-
enced consultants to CCN; and

• Tweaked CCN disaster
response plan leadership
responsibilities per this spe-
cific disaster.

Infrastructure Impairment:
• Arranged hospitality with

area churches and CCN spe-
cialists;

• Rented and deployed seven
30-by-30 foot RVs; and

• Hired professional drivers.

natural emotional defenses when
they would be returning to impact
zones would have been counter-
productive at best, and potentially
damaging at worst. They needed
flexible, spontaneous, on-site
assistance adapted to the situa-
tions they faced, not more struc-
tured activities. In many cases, we
provided counseling with a
resiliency focus as we walked
alongside them in the field.

This event underscored the
need to leverage technology to
assist the maximum number of
people possible. Not everyone had
access to communication, certain-
ly, but those who did were able to
obtain important, timely informa-
tion on a variety of fronts that
wouldn’t have been possible if
delivered only on a one-to-one
basis.

Finally, from a strictly personal,
human perspective, the greatest
lesson we learned was regarding
the incredible resilience of the Gulf
Coast residents. We can take pride
in the fact that EAPs played a key
role in relief efforts, providing
much-needed psychological first
aid to employees, management,
and others affected by the disaster.
But ultimately we found that if we
offered hope, encouragement, and
compassion, the survivors of
Katrina can and will rise to the
challenge of their own recovery. In
that we recognize the indomitabili-
ty of the human spirit. n

Jeffrey Gorter, MSW, is the national account
manager with the Michigan-based Crisis Care
Network (CCN), which developed a 911-like
approach to critical incident response services
and pioneered the development of Web-enabled
software to refer and track critical incidents.
Jeff gave a keynote address, “Critical Incident
Response in Mass Disaster: Lessons Learned
from Katrina,” at the Southern Wisconsin
EAPA Chapter’s 17th annual conference, held
earlier this year. For more information, contact
Jeff at (888) 736-0911, extension 840,
jeff.gorter@crisiscare.com.
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Need for Contractual
Adjustments:

• Immediate calls to high-uti-
lization customers;

• Modified travel and mileage
expenses; and

• Daily calls to customers to
track anticipated utilization.

Difficulty Communicating with
Customers and Specialists:

• Daily updates including links
to resources, articles, and
videos;

• Encouraged “calls out”
because of difficulty calling
into affected area; and

• Traveled to affected area to
meet with new customers and
specialists.

Managing Expectations:
• Strong recommendations to

respond in a phase-sensitive,
multi-component continuum;

• Launched Crisis Coach —
Web-enabled access to an
expanded continuum of care;
and

• Teleconference and other
trainings.

Additional Lessons Learned:
• Communicate, communicate,

communicate;
• Importance of leveraging

technology; and
• Sleep when baby sleeps. n

A Synopsis of Lessons Learned

Photo courtesy of Jeffrey Gorter.



By Lyle Denniston

The Supreme Court recently
heard arguments in the case
of an employer accused of

retaliating against a worker who
complained of discrimination. The
case is expected to clarify the stan-
dard of proof for retaliation.

The court appeared to be looking
for a middle ground: a supervisor’s
insulting snub probably would not
be serious enough, but a temporary
suspension of pay or a shift in
assignment even with no cut in pay
just might be. In an hour-long argu-
ment in the case of Burlington
Northern and Santa Fe Railway v.
White, the court took a keen interest
in what one lawyer said were a
“vexing set of issues in employ-
ment law.” 

The case focuses on the anti-
retaliation protection entitled to
workers under Title VII of the 1964
Civil Rights Act. But the outcome
of the case is also likely to apply to
anti-retaliation protection provided
under the Americans with
Disabilities Act, the Age
Discrimination in Employment Act,
the Equal Pay Act and the Family
and Medical Leave Act. None of
those laws defines what kind of
adverse action an employee must
prove in order to show retaliation.
Since lower courts have reached
widely conflicting results on the
issue, this is the gap the Burlington
Northern case is expected to fill. 

Claims of Employer Retaliation
Are Rising and Costly 

Retaliation claims have been
increasing rapidly in recent years,
according to the U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity

Commission. In 2005, 25.8% of all
workers who filed any kind of
charge with the EEOC claimed
retaliation under Title VII. There
were 19,429 such charges that year,
up from 10,499 in 1992, when only
14.5% of all workers made such a
claim.

Although retaliation claims
under other federal laws are far less
numerous, there has been a growth
in those, too, according to EEOC
data. According to one estimate
made by employers, it costs
$130,000 to deal with each claim. 

The case before the court
involves a Burlington Northern
track worker, Sheila White. After
she complained of sexual discrimi-
nation on the job, she was taken off
an assignment of driving a forklift
and put on track repair duty. She
was suspended without pay for 37
days while she was investigated for
insubordination. She was cleared,
and her back pay was restored. She
won $43,000 in damages from a
jury for her retaliation claim.

The railroad appealed the case to
the Sixth U.S. Circuit Court of
Appeals in Cincinnati. A three-
judge panel rejected the retaliation
claim, but the full appeals court
ruled that White had proved retalia-
tion by showing a “materially
adverse change” in her work condi-
tions. The railroad then took the
case to the Supreme Court. 

Railroad’s Argument
Carter G. Phillips, a Washington

lawyer for Burlington Northern,
offered the Supreme Court a recital
of the burdens on employers. He
fears that the number of retaliation
claims to the EEOC will double
again in future years, if the court
makes it too easy to prove such a
claim.

Phillips argued that White’s
lawyers were pressing a standard
that any form of differing treatment
of a worker who had complained
would constitute retaliation. “Even
disinviting an individual to an
employee lunch would be retalia-
tion under their theory,” the rail-
road’s lawyer said. Workers, he
contended, should be able to prove
retaliation only if they could show
they suffered a significant change
in working condition – a loss of
pay, a demotion, or denial of a pro-
motion, and not just a shift in
assignment at the same pay or a
wage-suspension that was later
“cured.” Direct economic effect,
according to Phillips, should be the
measure. 

The justices reacted with consid-
erable skepticism. Some members
of the court said it is possible to
imagine a set of circumstances sur-
rounding denial of a lunch invita-
tion that would be severe enough in
impact to qualify as retaliation. And
the justices also indicated that a
shift in assignment, even with no
pay cut, might be harmful enough
to a worker to send a signal that
complaining would be punished. 

Justices Ponder Details
The court in general seemed to

be closely attentive to the practical,
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A Washington lawyer
fears that the number of
retaliation claims will
double again if the court
makes it too easy to prove
such a claim.

Defining Workplace Retaliation



real-world details of what might be
done to workers to deter them from
complaining.

For example, Justice Stephen G.
Breyer said: “I can think of many
things that would really discourage
a worker from complaining that
would not really be tangible
employment actions.” 

The lawyer for White, Donald
Donati of Memphis, later picked up
on the point, saying, “It doesn’t
take much to intimidate a person
who has an economic interest
involved.”

But Donati also managed to stir
up some skepticism among the jus-
tices, when he expanded on his
point that any form of discrimina-
tion against a complaining worker
should constitute retaliation. He
said that Congress had intended that
“retaliation would be as varied as
the human imagination.”

Justice Antonin Scalia retorted:
“I worry about that. That is the
problem. Juries can have wonderful
imaginations.” Donati fell back on
the argument that “common sense”
should prevail in defining retalia-
tion, but that there should be no
hard-and-fast definition. n

Lyle Denniston is a veteran Supreme Court
reporter, having covered the highest court
for 46 years. Denniston writes for
Workforce Insights on www.veritude.com,
an online resource about emerging labor
trends and issues produced by Veritude, a
provider of strategic human resources and
a subsidiary of Fidelity Investments. ©2006
Veritude, LLC. Reprinted with permission.
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Companies are facing a
myriad of challenges, from
meeting financial goals, to

dealing with global
competition.
Sometimes
challenges
can be over-
whelming
and lead to
layoffs or
downsiz-
ing. Other
times, busi-
nesses are
faced with
having to fire an
employee for not
meeting expectations.

Although it’s never pleasant,
companies must protect them-
selves and their staff when termi-
nating an employee. In today’s
litigious society, there can be seri-
ous consequences for not releas-
ing a staff member properly.

Consequently, managers must
now learn how to master the art of
termination in order to maintain

Master the Art of
Terminations

company performance and ethical
standards, while preventing poten-
tial workplace violence. Some tips
include:

• Hire tough, and manage easy
by recruiting, training and
retaining the best people for
your mission and organiza-
tion;

• Ensure that each new hire is
familiar with company
expectations, policies and
consequences;

• Plan with precision and
develop a “what if” contin-
gency plan;

• Offer win-win alternatives in
downsizing scenarios; and

• Document and record all
steps of the employment
process including any warn-
ings, suspensions or termina-
tions. n

Source: Professor and consultant Dr. Andrew
Edelman.

On Our
New & Improved 

WEBSITE!
www.impact-publications.com/ear

8

Check out upcoming 
conferences, and much more,

On Our
New & Improved 

WEBSITE!
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Too many sets of strategic
goals get posted on bulletin
boards in break rooms and

are then quickly forgotten. They
are either too vague or too confus-
ing, or simply unattainable. This
leads to a feeling of wasting time
when the next round of goal-set-
ting arrives.

According to business strategist
and author Martha Lindquist,
making goals clearer, more specif-
ic, and measurable helps — but
even these improvements are
often not enough. As a result,
Lindquist also recommends:

• Be a positive performer. Set
personal, as well as company
goals.

• Set goals that are flexible
and balanced. Adjust the tar-

Meetings are the ruin of
many companies’ exis-
tence. Employees dread

attending them, and managers
hate leading them. Yet, they are
vital to the operation of day-to-
day business.

All too often, managers run at
the thought of leading a meeting,
when what they should be doing
is embracing the opportunity to
polish their leadership skills. The
ability to run a productive, results-
driven meeting is everyone’s key
to climbing the corporate ladder. 

Utilizing a dfferent approach,
depending on the type of meeting,
will help set a manager apart as a

• Outsourcing
• Divorce
• Employment Law

UPCOMING EAR FEATURES...

Hurricane
Katrina captured
the nation’s atten-
tion in 2005, and
Jeff Gorter and
his organization,
the Crisis Care
Network, are among those
involved in critical incident
response in the aftermath of this
disaster. This month, Jeff shares
some of the important lessons that
were learned.

However, a disaster needn’t be
that widespread to impact your
clients’ businesses. It’s easy to be
lulled into complacency, but what
WOULD your clients do if disas-
ter struck? Relay to them the
importance of having an emer-
gency preparedness plan. See this
month’s Brown Bagger for some
insights.

Switching gears, please note
next month we will be placing our
annual Reader Survey online.
Your suggestions last year led us
to start the LifestyleTIPS© insert
and decrease the frequency of our
Poster insert, but with MORE eye-
popping choices. Your ideas also
helped greatly in planning editori-
al coverage for the current year.
As a result, your feedback will
help us to be of maximum value
to you in ’07. n

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 258-2448
mikej@impact-publications.com

Editor’s Notebook

Quick Ideas

get as the market changes.
• Track your progress.

Maintaining excitement sus-
tains the milestones.

• Offer rewards for achieve-
ment. They need not neces-
sarily be monetary, but they
should always be organiza-
tion-wide.

Just because goal-setting hasn’t
worked in the past, doesn’t mean
they shouldn’t be revisited —
comparing them to Lindquist’s
guidelines. n

Source: As CEO of The Management Link,
Marsha Lindquist has over 20 years experience
as a business consultant who works with
clients to transform organizations through her
Value Advantage formula. 

capable leader. A few ideas
include:

• Utilize an agenda to keep
things on track;

• Deal with difficult people
who may steer a meeting off
course;

• Encourage equal participa-
tion and discussion; and

• Use meetings to demonstrate
successful leadership skills. n

Source: Suzanne Bates, a prominent exec-
utive coach and communications consul-
tant. She is the president and CEO of
Bates Communications, and the author of
“Speak Like a CEO: Secrets to
Commanding Attention and Getting
Results.”

Tips to Lead 
Effective Meetings

Give Goals Wings, 
not Lead Baloons
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Minority employees
receive less executive
coaching at many com-

panies, according to a survey of
3,100 senior human resources
executives conducted by
Novations Group, a Boston-based
global consulting and training
organization.

Of employers that provide
coaching , 25% reported that
minorities are coached at a lower
rate than their proportional pres-
ence in the workforce.

However, the balance of respon-
dents that give coaching indicated
that minority employees are

coached in proportion to their
numbers. Still, virtually no respon-
dents reported that minorities
receive coaching at a higher rate.

“While the findings may appear
positive,” said Audra Bohannon,
vice president of Novations’ diver-
sity practice, “representation of
people of color at the upper levels
is still comparatively low, and for
them the corporate playing field is
not yet level.”

Over the past decade, coaching
has been extended to an increasing
number of employees, observed
Bohannon. “Access to executive
coaching, mentoring, and informal

support has become a key driver
for upward mobility within the
organization.

“It is critical,” Bohannon added,
“that African-Americans,
Hispanics and other groups get the
same assistance as their white
male counterparts so they too can
be positioned to move up into
middle management and above. In
fact, organizations should provide
all motivated employees with the
tools, including coaching, to
assure equal opportunity for every-
one.”  

Half of American companies
offer executive coaching to their
employees, according to survey
findings. n

Source: The Novations Group (www.nova-
tions.com), a large performance improve-
ment organization. 
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8 MyPublicInfo’s IdentitySweep
(www.identitysweep.com) offers
consumer identity protection such
as actively monitoring credit cards
online and checking for signs of
identity manipulation, and more.

8 The International 
Foundation for Research and
Education on Depression (iFred),
is a new depression advocacy orga-
nization. To find out more, go to
www.depression.org. 

& How Happy Families Happen,
by Audrey Ricker, with Robert
Calmes, and Lynn Wiese Sneyd,
$12.95, Hazelden, HCI Books,
www.hcibooks.com, (800) 851-
9100. Too many homes exude
unhappiness in the form of bicker-
ing, disrespect, and others. This
book provides simple steps for

transforming the home into a place
of emotional and spiritual health.

8 Critical Illness Insurance prod-
ucts, recently launched by MetLife,
are designed to address the needs of
people who are dealing with finan-
cial hardship as the result of serious
illnesses. Go to www.metlife.com. 

& Get It Done! A Blueprint for
Business Execution, by Ralph
Welborn and Vince Kasten, $29.95,
Wiley, ISBN: 13: 978-0-471-47931-
4. The authors explain why so many
companies have trouble “getting it
done,” and offer strategies that align
everyone in pursuit of the same
goal.

& Selling Is Everyone’s Business:
What It Takes to Create a Great
Salesperson, by Steve Johnson,
$24.95, Wiley, ISBN: 0-471-77673-
4. The author has created a step-by-

step system for dealing with low
performers, based on his experience
working with thousands of sales
teams and coaches.

& The Complete OSHA Guide to
Fall Protection, by MANCOMM
and American Safety Training, Inc.,
$36.95, 1-800-MANCOMM,
www.mancomm.com. Since the
Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) has cited
fall protection as the third-most
cited standard, this guide is intended
to help organizations protect work-
ers from fall-related accidents.

& The Shipbuilder: Five Ancient
Principles of Leadership, by Jack
Myrick, Quill Driver Books, Word
Dancer Press, (800) 497-4909.
People understand the importance
of good leadership, but describing
it, or teaching leadership, isn’t easy.
The author offers help. n

Workplace Survey

Minority Employees May
Receive Less Coaching
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By Myra Wright

Dealing with a mixture of peo-
ple, policies, and procedures
is a challenging responsibility

for employee assistance and human
resource professionals.

But critical activities are for naught
without clear and influential commu-
nication. The glue that binds employ-
ees to the health and well-being of
their company is targeted, timely
information delivered by the most
suitable media and cost effectively. 

When BellSouth Advertising &
Publishing Corp.reviewed our internal
communications in 2004, HR and
management had a list of what we
needed to communicate to our
employees, from sales success stories
to the results of employee surveys. 

We polled our employees on their
communications preferences, but we
also asked employees what they want-
ed to know, and when and how they
wanted us to communicate with them. 

Target, Don’t Inundate
We instituted random mini-surveys,

which confirmed that a constant bar-
rage of information- frustrated
employees who had neither the time
nor the inclination to stop and figure
out what was important and what was
merely nice to know. We also learned
that our employees, who all can
access the intranet, preferred to
receive information electronically. 

Based on this feedback, we
enhanced our intranet site and made
the intranet and email the main vehi-
cles for communicating with our
employees. To encourage them to
check the home page regularly, we
conducted contests to reward employ-
ees who could answer trivia questions
based on information found on the
site. These popular contests helped
employees become frequent visitors to
the home page, which has become
their primary source of company
information. 

Weekly email draws attention to
important information. In addition, we
instituted a Friday email containing
information posted on the home page
during the week. The easy-to-read
email contains a summary of each
item, listed in order of importance,
with a link to the complete document.

Employee response has been over-
whelmingly positive, and using the
home page and email to complement
each other increases the likelihood
that employees will see the informa-
tion. 

Of course, urgent communications
are still sent as needed. In fact, their
arrival outside of other email under-
scores their importance. 

What They Wanted to Hear
It won’t surprise you that employ-

ees wanted to hear about what’s going
on at our company. 
We beefed up intranet webcasts, and
focused on key issues including sales
results, progress toward key impera-
tives, new products, marketing cam-
paigns, and others. 

Webcasts make our leadership team
visible and accessible to all employees
in a time of budget constraints that
reduce frequency of travel. Employees
and senior managers have reacted
very positively to their timeliness and
value. 

Employees Give Us High Grades
How do we know whether we’re

succeeding? Our annual employee
survey has been an effective measure
of our employee communications pro-
gram. We take the survey – and subse-
quent follow-up actions – very
seriously, because employee engage-
ment is critical to our present and
future success. Willingness to partici-
pate in an annual survey is a key indi-
cator of the strength of employee
engagement. By asking employees to
participate, we’re telling them that we
care about what they think. And we
know they will stop participating if
they believe – correctly or not – that

we don’t respond to their feedback. 
Our goals for the 2005 survey were

to use our communications program to
raise the participation rate to at least
90% and to improve our communica-
tions performance. 
We used various activities to increase
participation:

• Webcasts featured the HR direc-
tor focusing on the importance
of participating in the survey;

• A note from our president on the
intranet home page highlighted
actions taken as a result of the
2004 survey; 

• Senior managers sent cus-
tomized emails that encouraged
participation; and

• The home page featured ongoing
reminders of the survey process
and key dates.

As a result, our participation rate
increased from 85% in 2004 to 91%
in 2005. 

Feedback Counts
But communications alone did not

produce these increases. We also
implemented programs to act on
employees’ feedback. It’s our job to
make sure employees are able to suc-
ceed in their jobs and thus drive the
company’s success. If we don’t talk to
employees about what’s important to
us (i.e. management) and ask employ-
ees about what’s important to them –
and then find a way to integrate the
two – none of us can do our jobs well. 

Because our communications pro-
gram works more effectively, our
employees do, too. That’s an invest-
ment I’ll make every time. n

Myra Wright is senior director of human resources
with Yellow Pages publisher BellSouth Advertising
& Publishing Corp. This article originally
appeared on Workforce Insights, an online
resource center about emerging labor trends and
issues produced by Veritude (www.veritude.com), a
provider of strategic human resources. Veritude,
which is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Fidelity
Investments, serves clients throughout the U.S. and
Canada. ©2006 Veritude, LLC. Reprinted with per-
mission.
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