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Communications with Measurable Results 

By Angela D. Sinickas, ABC 

These days when every dollar needs to be justified, we need to find ways to prove our communication 
budgets are well spent. Ideally, we want to be able to show that communication made some kind of 
difference that affects the bottom line. To do this, we need to measure the impact our communications 
had on changing employee behaviors that have a bottom-line impact. 

Here’s a sequence for planning HR communication in 10 steps that will connect your communications 
with changes in your audience’s actions and improve the bottom line. This approach is illustrated by the 
diagrams at the end of this article. 

10 steps to connect your work with changes in employees’ actions: 

1.    Identify the bottom-line HR goals, initiatives or programs for which communication might have the 
greatest potential impact. 

2.    For a particular goal, determine which groups of employees could take different types of actions that 
would better lead to the goal. For example, those with children, those close to retirement, those who 
are vested, those who are under age 30. 

3.    For each stakeholder group, study available statistics to understand what actions those employees 
are currently taking and determine with other HR staff what employees should be doing ideally. Get 
specific. How many married employees whose spouses also have health coverage are opting out of 
your medical plan? What percentage of employees over age 55 have over 50% of their retirement 
accounts invested in the company stock? What percentage of accidents are occurring for different 
reasons among various employee groups, and which ones are resulting in the greatest amount of 
benefit payments and lost work time? 

4.    Conduct focus groups with the members of an employee group whose behavior you’d like to 
influence. Discuss with them several topics: 

a.   Why they do what they do currently. 

b.   What it would take for them to start taking the new actions you’ve identified. 

c.   What types of knowledge or information they would need to be able to change their behavior. 

d.   Their preferred ways of receiving this information. 

e.    What attitudes might affect their behavior. Ask this in terms of: “If you had all this new 
information, is there anything else that would still keep you or other employees from taking the 
new actions?” At this point, you’d be probing for “belief blockages” that could inhibit their 
behavior. For example, they might say:  “What I have now has been working OK; why change 
what isn’t broken?” 



f.     What would it take to change their existing negative beliefs on the topic, if anything, including 
which other people might influence their opinions. 

5.   Conduct a survey of a sample of your targeted employees to identify the current baseline levels of 
knowledge and attitudes on the topics you identified in focus groups as being critical to the desired 
behavior change. 

6.   Start tracking on a frequent basis the HR measures of the behaviors—both desired and actual. 

7.    Design your communication campaign to integrate the knowledge and belief messages you identified 
as critical to the behavior change. Use the ideal communication approaches the focus groups listed 
as the best ways to gain the needed knowledge and change their beliefs. 

8.   Do mini-surveys of employees’ knowledge and attitude levels on the key messages—timed to 
coincide with your communication interventions. 

9.   Chart for management the changes in employees’ behaviors versus changes in their knowledge and 
attitudes, indicating the timing of your communication interventions. You might also measure desired 
behaviors that were fine to start with to make sure they haven’t accidentally been negatively affected. 

10.  Quantify the financial value of the change in behaviors—and take full credit for it! 

Case studies 

Here are several examples of how employee focus groups uncovered underlying knowledge and attitudes 
that were negatively affecting employees’ decisions and behaviors. Some of them were quite unexpected. 
To change the behaviors, the communication campaigns needed to directly address these issues. 

Behaviors 
Unexpected Current Knowledge 

and Attitudes 
Messages Affecting Behaviors 

401(k) ACCOUNTS     

Current: Over two-thirds of 
employees over 55 at an 
aerospace company had more 
than 50% of their 401(k) account 
balances invested in the 
company stock, even though it 
was steadily dropping in price. 
Ideal: 100% of employees over 
55 having less than 10% of their 
accounts invested in company 
stock. 

“The company has taken care of 
me for all these years I’ve worked 
here. The least I can do is show 
my loyalty when it’s in trouble and 
support its stock.” 

Current messages: 
Employees over 55 should diversify their 
accounts. The company is having financial 
difficulties. 
Ideal messages: 
The company doesn’t want its loyal older 
employees to hold so much company stock. 
Here are some other ways to show loyalty that 
don’t harm employees’ own best interests. 

  

BROAD-BASED STOCK 
OPTION PLAN 

    

Current: 95% of employees 
were executing their options as 
soon as they vested. 
Ideal: At least 50% of 
employees should hold on to 
their stock for at least five years 
after vesting, or at least until it 
has had time to appreciate 
more, since this is intended to 
be part of the retirement 
portfolio. 

“This is a great bonus plan.” 

“I thought we were supposed to 
cash it in as soon as possible. 
That’s all your brochure talks 
about—how to execute the 
options.” 
“With all the lay-offs we’re having, 
I’m afraid that if I don’t cash them 
in right away, I could be laid off 
and lose the chance.” 

Current messages: Focused almost entirely 
on how to execute the options. 
Ideal messages: This is intended as a long-
term investment. Examples of how much more 
valuable options have become over time. 
Highly visible messages on how long 
employees have to execute the options after 
receiving a lay-off notice. 



Behaviors 
Unexpected Current Knowledge 

and Attitudes 
Messages Affecting Behaviors 

LIFE INSURANCE     

Current: A small but worrisome 
percentage of employees with 
families were actively waiving 
the company-paid basic life 
insurance benefit. 
Ideal: 100% of employees with 
dependents should be covered 
by basic life insurance, if not 
additional coverage as well. 

“Having life insurance is like 
betting against yourself, that 
you’re gonna die.” 

Current messages: “If you should die….” 
Ideal messages: Death is unavoidable. What 
percentage of employees die before 
retirement age. Families of employees who die 
while employed suffer severe financial 
distress. Examples, without names, of what 
has happened to other employees’ families, 
preferably using their own testimonials, in 
situations where life insurance was and wasn’t 
in place. 

LONG-TERM DISABILITY     

Current: Few employees under 
age 30 at a California bank buy 
optional long-term disability 
coverage. 
Ideal: Have enough employees 
under age 30 buying LTD to 
bring the average price down. 

“I’m young. I’m indestructible. 
Nothing will happen to me.” 

“California has a state disability 
plan just in case anything does 
happen.” 

Current messages: “If you should be 
injured….” 
Ideal messages: Percentage of all people 
under 30 who are disabled enough due to 
illness or injury to miss work and their 
paychecks. Additional statistics on injuries in 
the most popular sporting/hobby activities 
employees participate in. A case study or 
employee testimonial of how being in a car 
wreck resulted in a young employee having to 
give up his apartment and move back in with 
the folks because he didn’t have enough 
income coming in for three months and, of 
course, had no savings to fall back on. The 
example shows how little the state disability 
plan pays. 

MEDICAL PLAN     

Current: Few employees at a 
heavily male company were 
opting out of medical coverage 
even though their spouses had 
better and less expensive 
coverage through their own jobs. 
Ideal: Increase the percentage 
of opt-outs to reach a targeted 
cost savings in premiums. 

“I’m the man of the family. It’s my 
job to protect everyone. It’s my 
duty to provide all the benefits 
coverage we need.” 
“Letting my wife pay for coverage 
makes me feel like less of a man. 
It’s bad enough she has to work 
these days.” 

Current messages: Very complex description 
of “coordination of benefits” that no one reads. 
Small mention of the opt-out option. 
Ideal messages: Two-benefit plan families 
are paying for about 180% coverage but 
receive no more than 100%. If your birthday is 
later in the year than your spouse’s, our plan 
pays almost nothing. Use a testimonial that 
has a man saying how smart he was for 
saving all that money that he used for 
something else valuable for his family. Use an 
interactive modeling tool online and by phone 
that shows employees how much they pay vs. 
how much they receive with two-plan 
coverage. 

HEALTH CARE FLEXIBLE 
SPENDING ACCOUNT 

    

Current: Few employees with 
large out-of-pocket health costs 
were enrolling in an FSA. 
Ideal: Increase the percentage 
of enrollments. 

“I’m afraid I won’t spend the 
amount I put aside and I’ll lose the 
money.” 

Current messages: Use it or lose it. 
Ideal messages: Without the FSA, you’re 
guaranteed to “lose” a certain amount of 
money to the IRS. Using several examples, 
show how putting money into the FSA is still a 
net gain even if various amounts in the 
account are left unclaimed. 

 



Lessons learned 

In order to connect the work we do with financial outcomes, we need to focus on which employee benefit 
decisions and actions have bottom-line impact and do some research to understand why our audiences 
are doing what they’re doing. Then we can calculate a return on investment for our communication 
campaigns. 

When we do this effectively, we become more valuable communicators whose work is aligned with 
business goals. We create a seat for ourselves at the business table instead of waiting to be invited in. 
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