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On the 11" of March, 2020 the World Health Organization announced the new coronavirus
outbreak as a pandemic. The spread of the disease has caused one of the toughest
lockdowns ever seen around the world and pushed leaders and organizations of all sizes
into a communication challenge. Managers did not only have to inform their teams about the
changes the new situation brought to work life but also, they had to find new ways to engage
their employees and team members virtually.

This study focuses on examining organization’s internal communication effectiveness during
the COVID-19 pandemic and explores how managers and team leaders engaged their
employees during the crisis. For this purpose, communication concepts are defined, and
existing theory related to crisis management, crisis communication and employee
engagement are explored. To support the relevance of this research, quantitative surveys
with employees of various public and private sector organizations are conducted and
analyzed.

The research findings indicate that the workload of managers has rather increased during
the pandemic. In contrast, employees in non-managerial positions indicated a decrease in
their workload. Findings indicate that employees were satisfied with where, and how their
organization communicated with them during the pandemic, but they were unsatisfied with
the frequency of information delivery. Employees wished that their organization would have
informed them faster and more frequently about the changes the pandemic brought to the
work life.

The results of the survey show that most employees didn’t receive clear directions from their
supervisors during the pandemic. The most common communication challenges employees
faced with their supervisors were the obscurity of goals and priorities, loss of information and
decrease in team spirit.

Organizations are recommended to encourage their managers to allow flexibility even more
during crisis times. Team leaders and supervisors are recommended to put more effort into
keeping up the team spirit during a crisis as it is highly contributing to employees’
engagement. Virtual coffee and lunch breaks, online birthday celebrations, or Friday quizzes
are some ideas for online activities team leaders can implement within their groups. For
some teams, a co-created playlist can help to stay connected with colleagues through music.
Team leaders of all companies are recommended to be consistent with rewards and
recognition even during a crisis. Similarly, managers are recommended to schedule informal
check-ins with their team members to collect and give feedback.
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1 Introduction

On the 11" of March, 2020 the World Health Organization announced the new coronavirus
outbreak as a pandemic. The disease that has spread widely all around the world, caused
one of the toughest lockdowns ever seen in Europe. Governments declared a state of
emergency, closing all schools, theaters, museums, libraries, swimming pools, many
airports, and ban gatherings of more than 10 people.

The situation pushed leaders and organizations of all sizes into a communication challenge.
Governments, public and private sector CEO’s, team leaders and small entrepreneurs did
not just have to inform their teams about the changes the new situation brought to work life

but also, they had to find new ways to engage their employees and team members virtually.

Events like a pandemic present dramatic consequence for health and safety, as well as
business continuity and post-event recovery which could result in lost revenue and
damages. That's why it is important for any organization to be prepared and have a
strategically planned crisis communication messaging — not only about health and safety
related matters but also obtaining to every major aspect of business and organizational
functioning that will be affected (Scott, 2020). When crisis communication is ineffective, so

is the crisis management effort (Timothy, 2015).

Previous crisis communication research has examined external crisis communication, for
example the crisis response strategies applied by organizations to protect their reputation
and restore their image among external stakeholders in a crisis situation (Sturges, 1994,
Coombs, & Holladay, 2002; Coombs, 2007). This study focuses on examining the internal
communication strategies of organizations during a crisis. The objective of this thesis is to
examine organization’s internal communication effectiveness during the COVID-19
pandemic and explore how managers and team leaders engaged their employees during
the crisis. For this purpose, communication concepts are defined (chapter 2) and existing
theory related to crisis management, crisis communication and employee engagement are
explored (chapter 3). To support the relevance of this research, quantitative surveys with
employees of various public and private sector organizations are conducted and analyzed.
With the help of this thesis employers can reach better understanding on how their
communicative choices will impact their employees’ engagement during a crisis and will

help managers to make informed choices about internal crisis communication.

The main findings of the thesis are reflected on the final chapter (6). The aim of this paper

is to offer development ideas for managers and serve as a ground for organizations who



can conduct training programs for their managers to develop their internal crisis

communication efforts to elevate its positive consequences.

This thesis is written based on information collected from academic studies, academic
journals, books and conducted researches. The theoretical framework aims to give an
explanation to the following terms: communication, crisis management, crisis

communication, pandemic and employee engagement.

The paper includes an empirical research conducted in several public and private sector
organizations. The empirical research is based on a quantitative survey conducted with
employees of various international companies and public/private sector organizations. To
be able to see the big picture, and avoid industry-specific biases, the author chose to
conduct a quantitative survey of employees and managers of any organization that’'s
workforce has been affected during the COVID-19 pandemic. This allowed the author to
gather data from all sizes of companies from various industries and be able to compare
them to each other. To see both the leader's and the employees’ perspective, the author
conducted a survey targeting all levels of an organizational chart. This allowed her to hear
both sides of the discussion and increase representativeness. The analysis of the surveys,

and the conclusion is drawn in the last chapter of the thesis.

The aim of this study is to give a better understanding for employers on how their
communicative choices impact their employees’ engagement during a crisis and will help
managers to make informed choices about crisis communication. At the end of the paper,
the author extracted key lessons from the research to develop a set of guidelines employers

and managers can use to impact their internal crisis communication efforts.



2 Theoretical framework — Communication as a concept

In order to improve internal communication in organizations, we first have to understand
what it means and what does this concept include. The first part of this paper will introduce
communication and internal communication as a concept to further understand research

needs and to give a basis for this paper.
2.1 Definition of Communication

Cambridge Academic Dictionary (2020) defines communication as “the process by which
messages and information is sent from one place or person to another, or the message
itself. Communication is also the exchange of information and the expression of feeling that
can result in understanding.” This definition describes the general understanding of
communication between two human beings, which is also the way how employers perceive
it on a daily basis. It is the exchange of information, including feelings, though a medium,

be it in a verbal or a non-verbal form.

Now let’s take a look on a more detailed definition of communication:

“‘Communication is a two-way process of reaching mutual understanding, in which
participants not only exchange (encode-decode) information, news, ideas and feelings but
also create and share meaning. In general communication is a means of connecting people
or places. In business, it is a key function of management — an organization cannot operate
without communication between levels, departments and employees” (WebFinance,
2020a). This definition suggests that communication is a two-way process, meaning that
there is always more than one party involved in the procedure. The process of
communication includes encoding and decoding information, pointing out that one party
develops (encodes) and sends the message to the other party, who then interprets
(decodes) that to turn them into thoughts. The above-mentioned definition also emphasizes
the importance of communication which ultimately, connects people or places, and helps

organizations function effectively.

2.2 Internal Communication

WebFinance (2020b) defines internal communication as “the sharing of information within
an organization for business purposes.” According to this definition there are two

important aspects of internal communication:



1. The location of communication: In internal communication the exchange of
information happens within an organization, suggesting that the encoder and
decoder are participants of the same organization.

2. The purpose of communication: The purpose of internal communication is
sending and receiving information that is relevant to the business and the
organization’s operations. Exchange of information that is irrelevant regarding the

organization is not considered internal communication by this definition.

Internal communication can also be defined as the management function that is in charge
of communication within an organization. It is a versatile managerial and technical function
that integrates elements of communication, marketing and human resource management
(T. Vercic¢, Vercic, & Sriramesh, 2012). According to this definition, internal communication
is a separate function and/or department within organizations that serve a specific purpose
of the business. Accordingto T. Verc€i¢, Verci¢, & Sriramesh (2012, 225) one of the purposes
of internal communication is aligning the goals of individual employees to organizational
goals thus, helping organizations build strong cultures. Other tasks of internal
communication include motivating and engaging employees and distributing information
within the organization in the most efficient way possible (T. Verci¢, Verci€, & Sriramesh,
2012, 225).

If we look at internal communication as a management function, we can see that it plays an
important role in organizations by serving multiple purposes at the same time. Internal
communication creates a structure of information flow within the organization by distributing
information among different levels and departments. It also serves a broader purpose as
effective information flow is necessary to align the organization’s goals to individual

employee’s goals.

2.3 Directions of Communication in an organization

Information can flow in different directions within organizations. Depending on the positions
of the senders and receivers in the organizational chart, there are vertical and horizontal

directions of communication.

1. Vertical communication

Vertical communication is where the information or messages flow between
subordinates and superiors (Bartels, Peters, Jong, Pruyn, Van der Mollen 2010).
Vertical communication is divided to two subsections according to the sender-

receiver relationship.



a. Top-down communication: It is the communication of the management to the
employees. This type of communication can be used to communicate
company vision, strategy and operational instructions to the employees
(Bartels et al. 2010).

b. Bottom-up communication: It is the information sent from employees to the
management. This type of communication can be used to create
opportunities for employees to participate in decision making. (Bartels et al.
2010)

2. Horizontal communication

Horizontal communication is the exchange of information between individuals or
groups on the same level of hierarchy. This type of communication is often task-

related but can be informal and unrelated to work as well (Bartels et al. 2010).

According to a research that studied employee’s perceived organizational support as a
mediator between relational exchange, employees experience various relationships at the
workplace but two of them dominate the employees’ professional life: the relationship with
their organization and the relationship with their direct supervisor (Sluss, Klimchak, &
Holmes 2008).

2.4 Leader Member Exchange — LMX

The LMX theory (Wayne, Liden, Sparrowe 1994) is an important element of communication
in organizations, which describes a dyadic relationship between subordinates and
supervisors. Leaders use different set of behaviours and styles when dealing with different
employees, resulting in either high or low quality LMX.

High quality LMX is referred to as a mutually beneficial relationship involving trust and

support of the other party. Low quality LMX is based solely on the fulfilment of the job.

Wayne et al. (1994) pointed out that employees involved in high quality LMX have a
significantly better relationship with their supervisors than those involved in low-quality LMX.
High quality LMX is manifested in greater access to information, opportunities for future
growth and greater job satisfaction. According to Wayne et al. (1994) the quality of LMX is
established fairly early in a relationship and tends to stay stable throughout the duration of
it.



2.5 Communication Channels

In order to ensure effective communication at a workplace, there are different channels that

can be used. The most common channels are the following:

1. Face to face meetings
Personal meetings, team briefings and face to face communication with direct
managers are the most preferred ways of communication by employees. This form
of communication is considered to be the richest as it allows non-verbal messaging

and immediate feedback between participants (Men, L.R. 2014).

2. E-malil
Technological development has made e-mail an inevitable part of employees’ daily
routine. This channel is a preferred communication channel by employees as it
allows quick information exchange and it is not dependent on a place or time.
However, e-mail lacks information richness and the ability to strongly influence
employees (Men, L.R. 2014).

3. Phone
Phone and/or voice messaging is the third most preferred channel by employees
when it comes to communicating with their direct managers/supervisors. This

channel allows immediate feedback but lacks non-verbal cues (Men, L.R. 2014).

4. Social Media
Organizational social media channels promote employee engagement, facilitate
conversation between employees and the organization and encourage employees
to give voice to their opinions (Men, L.R. 2014).

The empirical part of this thesis aims to investigate how much the above-mentioned
channels were preferred/used by employees during the Covid-19 pandemic. Besides the
above-mentioned channels, the author aims to examine the preference of several other

virtual channels, such as Microsoft Teams, Slack and organizational Intranet.

Microsoft Teams is a cloud-based team collaboration software, with core capabilities such
as business messaging, calling and file sharing (Rouse, 2020). Slack is a digital messaging
program designed for use in the workplace, that can help colleagues keep in touch, plan
schedules, share files and stay connected (Steven, 2020). Intranets are private

organizational networks that distribute communications exclusively to their workforce.



Intranets are predominantly used by employees to search for information, communicate

across an organization, and manage workflows (Chow, 2019).

2.6 The importance of communication at a workplace

The definition of communication in subchapter 2.1 indicates that exchanging information
can result in understanding, which is an important part of work life. Being able to understand
others and make ourselves be understood can help us to do our job effectively and rise
productivity. According to Adu-Oppong & Agyin-Birikorang (2014) effective workplace

communication is important for the following reasons:

1. Creates job satisfaction: Organizations that and foster open communication and
encourage their employees to communicate their ideas, feedbacks, and concerns,
face lesser employee turnover. Effective workplace communication motivates

employees to work better and make them feel more valued in the organization.

2. Lesser conflicts: Workplace conflicts can be easily resolved and/or avoided by open
and clear communication and discussions, that can lead to professional and

personal growth.

3. Increases productivity: In an organization, people from different social and
professional background come together to work for the same goals and set of
visions. In order for employees to be able to deliver to the best of their abilities, it is
important that the organization clearly defines and communicates its goals,
objectives and vision. It leads to better deliverance of work and increased

productivity.

4. Formation of relationships: Open communication at a workplace leads to the
formation of personal and professional relationships, that can make employees feel

cared and valued for, making it more likely that they remain loyal to the organization.

5. Proper utilization of resources: Miscommunication between staff members can
cause problems, conflicts or crisis within an organization. This can lead to
unnecessary delays of work and ultimately, the wastage of resources. Effective
workplace communication is essential to properly utilize resources and increase

productivity.



According to Sluss, Kilmchack & Holmes (2008) the employees’ relationship with their
organization and with their direct supervisor dominates the employees’ professional life.
Bartels, Peters, Jong, Pruyn, and Van der Mollen (2010) challenged this hypothesis in their
study, stating that “dimensions of vertical communication are important predictors of
employee’s organizational identification whereas dimensions of horizontal communication
dominate employees’ professional identification.” These two studies show that whether it's
horizontal or vertical communication, communication is undoubtedly an important element
of employees’ life as it creates job satisfaction, help employees form relationships and takes

part in building employees organizational and professional identification.



3 Internal Crisis Communication during a pandemic

3.1 Organizational crisis

In order to understand different crisis communication practices, we have to define the

meaning of organizational crisis.

According to T. Coombs (2015) organizational crisis is “the perception of an unpredictable

event that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety,

environmental, and economic issues and can seriously impact an organization’s

performance and generate negative outcomes.” This definition shows us 5 vital elements

of

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

organizational crisis.

A crisis is perceptual

Not all incidents and occurrences within an organization can be defined as crisis.
Crises are events that stakeholders perceive as such. Stakeholders are people or
groups who can affect or can be affected by an organization. A crisis comes to
existence when stakeholders believe that the organization in fact, is in a crisis.

A crisis is unpredictable

The timing of a crisis is unpredictable but for wise organizations, the occurrence of
a crisis is not unexpected. They know that it will happen, they just don’t know when.
Crises strike suddenly, giving an element of surprise and uncertainty.

It violates stakeholders’ expectations

When a crisis occurs, it contravenes expectations of stakeholders about how an
organization should act. When crises disturb some stakeholder expectations —
related to e.g. health, safety, environmental, or economic concerns — it can threaten
the relationship between stakeholders and the organization.

A crisis has a serious impact

What differentiates crises from other incidents is the significance of their impact. An
incident is a minor, localized disruption while a crisis impacts and disrupts the entire
organization.

A crisis can create negative outcomes

Crises have the likelihood of creating undesirable outcomes for organizations, their
stakeholders and their industries. Negative outcomes can be for example financial
losses, injuries, deaths of stakeholders, structural and property damage, brand and

reputation damage and environmental harm.



3.2 Pandemic

An organizational crisis can come to life in many forms. This research focuses on only
one specific crisis that hit many businesses and organizations worldwide, the COVID-19
pandemic. To gain a better understanding on how this crisis impacted organizations, we

have to understand the definition of pandemic in general.

The World Health Organization (2010) defines pandemic as “the worldwide spread of a
new disease. An influenza pandemic occurs when a new influenza virus emerges and

spreads around the world, and most people do not have immunity.”
3.2.1 The COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic is the worldwide spread of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19), caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus (World Health Organization,
2020). The virus and the outbreak were first identified in Wuhan, China in December 2019.
The World Health Organization declared the outbreak to be a Public Health Emergency of
International Concern on 30 January 2020 and recognized it as pandemic on 11 March
2020 (World Health Organization, 2020). As of 31 March 2020, more than 725,000 cases
of COVID-19 have been reported in over 190 countries and territories (JHU CCSE, 2020).

According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, the virus can be
caught mainly during close physical human contact and by respiratory droplets produced
when people cough of sneeze. People can also catch COVID-19 by touching contaminated
surface and then their face. Recommended preventive measures include frequent hand
washing with soap, maintaining distance from other people and self-isolation for people who
suspect they are infected (WHO, 2020).

During the pandemic, governments all around the world announced efforts to prevent the
spread of COVID-19, including for example, travel restrictions, quarantines, event
cancellations, facility closures and curfews. This caused disruptions in many industries,

such as for example in education, tourism, retail or healthcare.

3.2.2 Impacts of the coronavirus pandemic on organizations

The International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Economic Outlook (2020) refers to the
disruptions and the impacts of the coronavirus pandemic as the Great Lockdown, which is

described as “the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression.”

10



As discussed in chapter 3.1, a crisis comes unexpectedly, has significant impact on the
entire organization, disturbs stakeholders’ expectations related to safety, health or
economic concerns and can cause negative outcomes. In the following, we will look into the
education industry as an example on how have organizations been affected by the

pandemic and how it displays the main characteristics of organizational crises.

One of the affected industries of the pandemic is education. According to the data released
by UNESCO (2020b) school and university closures were implemented nationwide in 184
countries. Including localized closures, this affects over 1.5 billion students worldwide.
Educational institutes all over the world have to adapt to the closures and take
measurements on how to keep operating. For example, many institutions shifted to virtual
teaching, which required purchasing of new tools, training of staff and students and

implementation of new strategies for continuous operations.

In terms of education, stakeholder is someone who has an interest in the success and the
welfare of the education system. This includes all parties that are directly or indirectly
affected by the success or failure of the school or education system, such as school board
members, administrators, teachers, students, parents as well as government officials and
state representatives. As local schools educate future employees, business owners and
community leaders, the whole community is considered to be the stakeholder in its

education system (Roundy, 2016).

The impacts of the pandemic on the education industry manifest several characteristics of
crises, defined in chapter 3.1. School closures around the world have disrupted the
expectancies and seriously impacted school administrations, students, teachers and
parents as unexpected arrangements had to be made in order to guarantee the success of
the education system. Working parents are more likely to miss work in order to take care of
their children in home school, which caused wage losses and a negative impact on
productivity (UNESCO, 2020a). Students with limited access to technology and those with
disadvantages experience an interruption in learning and a loss of opportunities for growth
and development. The pandemic had numerous other negative outcomes on the education
industry’s stakeholders, such as e.g. poor nutrition of youth who rely on free or discounted
school meals, confusion and stress of teachers who transited to distance learning platforms
to ensure their obligations and unpreparedness of parents who were asked to facilitate the
learning of children at home. (UNESCO, 2020a)

11



Alongside with industry specific disruptions, the social distancing measurements have also
impacted the place of work life. Many organizations have switched to remote working and
companies across the world have implemented expanded telecommuting arrangements for
their employees in order to stop the virus from spreading. According to a survey by
Taloustutkimus, more then 75% of employed people in Finland have been working entirely
from home as of April 2020. Additionally, more than 8% of the respondents have been

working from home more than before (Statista, 2020).

3.3 Crisis Management

In the previous chapter we examined the definition of crisis and the impacts of the
coronavirus pandemic crisis on organizations. Now let’s take a look on how can we oversee

a crisis like this.

Coombs (2010) defines crisis management as “the set of factors designed to combat crises
and to lessen the actual damages inflicted.” As crisis management seeks to decrease the
negative outcomes of a crisis it also aims to defend the organization and its stakeholders

from damage (Coombs, 2010).

Crisis management is a process that can be divided into three categories.
1. Pre-crisis: The earliest phase, including the efforts to prevent crises and to prepare
for crises management.
Crisis: It is the response to an actual event.

3. Post-crisis: This phase involves the efforts to learn from the crisis.

Each phase of crisis management has its own demand for collecting and sharing
information. Using the three phases of crisis management, it is possible to identify various

types of crisis communication (Coombs, 2010).
3.4 Crisis Communication Defined

Communication is critical throughout the entire crisis management process. Crisis
communication is defined as the collection, processing and circulation of information
required to address a crisis situation (Coombs, 2010).

The three phases of crisis management have their own demands for different
communication efforts. In pre-crisis, crisis communication involves the collection of
information about crisis risks, decision making about managing potential crises as well as

training of personnel who will be involved in the crisis management process. In the second

12



phase — during the actual crisis — crisis communication includes the collection of information
for decision making as well as the creation and distribution of crisis messages to people
outside of the crisis team. Post-crisis communication aims to evaluate the crisis

management effort and arranges follow-up messages as needed (Coombs, 2010).

The second phase of crisis communication, known as the crisis response, is the most
heavily researched area of crisis communication. Crisis responses are highly visible to
stakeholders and improper crisis response can make the situation worse (Coombs, 2010).
The crisis outcome, as well as possible reputational damages of the organization are highly
affected by what and how an organization communicates during the crisis. Therefore, this
study focuses merely on the second phase of crisis management and examines different

dimensions of the actual crisis response within organizations.

3.5 Internal Crisis Communication

Previous research hardly provides a straightforward definition for internal crisis
communication. In the past decades, researchers focused mainly on the external
dimensions of crisis communication, in particular the communication efforts applied by
organizations to protect and restore their reputation among external stakeholders (Sturges,
1994; Coombs, & Holladay, 2002; Coombs, 2007).

The best way to start examining the definition of internal crisis communication is by looking
at the different sender-receiver relationships in the three stages of crises. According to
Frandsen, F., & Johansen, W. (2011) employees and the management of an organization

can serve both as senders and as receivers during each stages of a crisis (Figure 2).

When employees serve as receivers (1) and the management team as senders, the
purpose of messaging is varying according to the crisis management stages:

1) In the pre-stage the focus of messaging is on the prevention of the crisis as well as
on the strengthening of psychological crisis preparedness. Main messages include
risks, stakes and issues as well as crisis management policies and guidelines
(Figure 2).

2) During a crisis event the goal of internal communication is to handle the crisis and
protect the trust and confidence among employees. The main focus is on
communicating the relevant instructions and information (Figure 2).

3) The post-crisis stage aims to serve as a learning process. The main messages are

about the new knowledge and post-crisis changes (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Sub-areas within the field of internal crisis communication. Frandsen, F., &
Johansen, W. (2011)

When employees serve as senders (2) and the management team as receivers the

purpose of the messaging is different in each stage:

1) In the pre-crisis stage, the purpose of messaging can be e.g. objection or rejection

and so-called whistle blowers and dissenters can appear on the scene (Figure 2).

2) During the actual crisis, employees react to the crisis and according to that, they can

serve either as good or bad organizational ambassadors (Figure 2.)

3) After the crisis, the purpose of messaging is to tell a story about the organization
(Figure 2).

Frandsen, F., & Johansen, W. (2011) have also distinguished between (3) other types of

senders outside of the organizations and (4) other types of receivers outside of the
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organization (Figure 2). For instance, the media belongs to the former sub-category, as it
has the ability to create verbal and visual picture of the organization, that can affect
employees’ behavior and communication about their workplace. Informal networks of
employees, such as family, friends, colleagues and their use of social media belongs to the
latter sub-category. Employees often communicate within these networks, thus, internal
communication is not only the communication that remains under the organization’s roof,
but it also means the circulation of external “leaked-in”, and internal “leaked-out” information
due to different stakeholder roles, communicative practices and social networks crossing

organizational boundaries (Frandsen, F., & Johansen, W., 2011).

After analyzing the sub-areas within the field of internal crisis communication, we can point
out that internal crisis communication is not only when the managers of an organization
communicate to the employees of the organization. Internal crisis communication also
incorporates situations where the employees communicate inside the organization with
each other, or to the management. Internal crisis communication even comprises situations
where the employees interpret the organization’s external crisis communication and make
sense of the crisis response strategies used by the organization’s managers or public

relations officers (Frandsen, F., & Johansen, W., 2011).

3.6 The Influence of Internal Communication on Employee engagement

Ruck and Welch (2012) states that internal communication that involves effective exchange
of information often result in commitment and engagement from the employees towards the
organization. Ruck and Welch have developed a model that seeks to explain employee
engagement together with internal communication (Figure 3). The model conceptualizes
engagement as an outcome of internal communication and specifies employee voice and
identification as critical components for engagement. The model comprises the importance
of employees’ voice, based on being well informed together with organizational support and
identification. It also highlights performance feedback and individual (job) communication

needs of employees. (Figure 3).
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I am well informed about
what is going on and what
is planned and my line
manager is committed to

Strategy,

the organisation.

goals and
values

My organisation provides
plenty of support for
people,

I have regular opportunities
to have a say and what 1
say is treated seriously.

Engagement

I know how I am doing and
have good development
opportunities.

Identification I identify with the
organisation’s values and
am an advocate of what it
does,

I know what my job
responsibilities are and
how they contribute to the
team and organisation.

Figure 3. Engagement model by Ruck & Welch (2012)

3.7 Employee Engagement During a Crisis

Employee engagement is significant for an organization, because it is related to the
longevity of a company as well as the productivity of its employees (Osborne and
Hammoud, 2017). This has an impact on the financial outcome of the organization.
However, employee engagement is crucial even beyond that: The feeling of proficiency and
being needed and valued by the organization are psychological needs that increase
individual behavior to maintain psychological health. This leads to a cycle of growth in each

individual (Osborne and Hammoud, 2017).

Understanding the value of employee engagement during a crisis situation is important as
well. According to Dr. Beena (2014), having an efficient staff becomes the building block
that can save organizations during crisis. In her research paper, Dr. Beena builds a model
based on employee engagement that can facilitate effective crisis management in

organizations.
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Community and employee
development values of the
organization

Employee and organization

selection

value congruence at time of |

Creating supportive and
trustful management culture

Empowered and
committed employee
Psychological
meaningfulness
Psychological
availability
Psychological safety

ENGAG!D

Discretionary
behavior during
crisis

High OCB

EMPLOYEE

Rewards and recognition
from immediate managers
and innovative reward
schemes

Training for self- efficacy
and role empowerment

Figure 4. Employee engagement model for crisis situations (Beena, 2014).

According to the model, the very first step is identifying your own organizations’ values and
selecting employees who can understand and exhibit those values. Understanding the
values of an organization while at the same time, having supportive managers makes
employees identify their self with their roles, which creates more psychological availability
at work. Having individual values aligned with organizational values brings in a greater
organizational identification and commitment among the employees and the employee
develops a sense of communality purpose with the organization. The next step is providing
empowerment and training for employees to make decisions and giving recognition by
immediate managers. This organizational support will increase employees’ self-efficacy
which can enhance their cognitive and emotional faculty to undertake the work with full
commitment. In times of crisis this is important, because employees become more confident
due to their high self-efficacy and psychological feeling of support given by their managers.
Due to this, they tend to exhibit discretionary behaviors that can support and benefit the
organization in times of crisis. Creating engaged employees is in the hands of the

management and supervisors (Beena, 2014).
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4 Empirical Research

The aim of this thesis is to examine organization’s internal communication effectiveness
during the COVID-19 pandemic and explore how managers and team leaders have
engaged their employees during the crisis. The study is interested to discover which factors
of internal crisis communication has been successful and effective during the pandemic. It
also aims to find out which factors have led to challenges and how managers/supervisors

can keep employees engaged during a pandemic crisis.

The main purpose of the study is defined as: “How internal crisis communication can be
improved?” In this research the author is also finding out the answers to the following sub
guestions:
* How employees perceived the internal crisis communication in companies
during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis?
*  Which communication channels were used, and which were preferred by the
employees?
* How satisfied employees were with their manager's communication and

engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis?

To answer these research questions the author will research and analyze employee’s
satisfaction with the internal communication practices their organization used, as well as
employees’ satisfaction with their supervisor's/manager’s communication during the

pandemic.

4.1 Quantitative approach

The research was conducted as empirical research as the wanted findings were much
dependent on personal experiences. The author of this thesis has chosen quantitative
research method.

Quantitative approach is useful as it helps the researcher to prevent bias in gathering and
presenting research data. The quantitative data gathering methods are useful especially
when a study needs to measure the cause and effect relationships within the organization.
The purpose of the quantitative approach is to avoid subjectivity by means of collecting and
analyzing information which describes the experience being studied. (Newman & Benz
1998, 1- 3.)

Quantitative research method is used due to the objectives and limitations of the thesis.

Firstly, to be able to see the big picture, and avoid industry-specific biases, quantitative
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research method is the most appropriate. Quantitative method allows the researcher to
process data from all sizes of companies from various industries and organizational levels
and be able to compare them to each other. The research has very specific time limitations
as well. The time frame window for this research is very tight since it wants to evaluate
employees’ experiences during the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic, which covers a roughly
1-month period from mid-March 2020 - April 2020. Therefore, planning, scheduling and
conducting online interviews would have been ineffective due to the schedule. By using
guantitative method, the author is able to gather data from more employees thus, allowing
higher representativeness to the study. Taking into consideration above mentioned reasons
the author is convinced that the quantitative research approach is the most effective

approach to be used.

4.2 Target group

The target group of this study are employees and managers of organizations that's
workforce has been affected in any way during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research is
targeting people who have worked either full-time or part-time during March 2020, the time
when the pandemic has been announced and organizations had to make changes in their

work life.

Research participants are required to work at any micro-, small-, medium- or large-sized

organizations. The research is targeting employees of all industries.

One of the aims of this study is to find out how managers/supervisors can keep employees
engaged during a pandemic crisis and to compare the experiences of employees to the
ones of supervisors. In order to hear both leader's and employees’ perspective, the
research is targeting all levels of an organizational chart. This allows the author to hear both

sides of the discussion and increase representativeness.

4.3 Data gathering

Data gathering for this research happens through the survey method which is used to collect
information from the target group. Beforehand established privacy settings between the
author and research participants helped the data gathering process, which states that the

information given is anonymous and is used solely for research purposes.
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The research method used is quantitative approach; the technique used is the survey
method, which is otherwise known as normative survey. The results and findings of the
study are compared with the standards taken from the theoretical framework of the thesis.
With the survey method, researchers are able to statistically study the specific areas where
companies must concentrate. Findings regarding the common practices being done and the
methods which are commonly adopted by the employees are obtained with the use of the
survey method. (Vaus 2002, 5.)

The survey, seen in Appendix 1 of the thesis, has been done using Google Forms survey
creation tool to reach the target population. The survey is based on the theoretical
framework. The survey has been distributed to employees of different organizations through
the author’s social media platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn. The author used this
distribution method in order to reach employees of various different industries instead of
focusing solely on one industry or organization. The publicly shared survey allowed
voluntary participation, meaning that only those employees would participate in it who would
like to be heard and give feedback of their experience. This allowed the author to collect
more accurate and detailed information from participants. The author used the distribution
method on LinkedIn because the platform allows people to see posts of strangers as well.
This way the author was able to obtain data from other than just her own personal and

professional connections to increase representativeness of different demographics.

Gathered data and results are stored in the Google Drive internal server and only the thesis
author has access to the data. When the survey data collection is concluded the author will

export the results of the survey from Google Drive to later be used in chapter 5.

4.4 Data analysis process

Data analysis process is active from the point when the quantitative research survey link is
made inactive and further recipient participation is not allowed. The gquantitative data
collected with the help of Google Forms tool, was transferred to Microsoft Excel, where it
was later analyzed. The graphical presentations in this report are made with the help of

Microsoft Excel.

The analysis covers three sub-sections, following the three investigative research
questions’ structure. The three parts are defined as follows: internal communication
effectiveness, preferred internal communication tools, and employee engagement during
the Covid-19 pandemic. The study has a structured analysis following these set sub-

sections for more structured and valid results.
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In survey question 8 and 11, Likert scale was utilized to gather information about the
effectiveness of internal communication and supervisors’ engagement towards their team
members. The analysis of survey question 8 utilizes the mean of answers and the frequency

distribution of responses. The analysis of survey question 11 utilizes the mean of answers.

Although, the main research method is quantitative, the end of the survey accommodates
3 qualitative, open ended questions, in order to gain more detailed data on employees’
individual experiences and help the outcome of the research. The results of these questions

have been analyzed by finding similarities within the content of the answers.
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5 Results and data analysis

This section of the thesis presents the results of the quantitative research survey distributed
to employees of various different organizations and analysis of those results. Analysis is
done based on the answers given by the survey recipients linked to the theory presented in
chapter 2 and 3.

The quantitative research survey was filled by 66 people. The survey was anonymous, and

the questions were to be answered truthfully.

The respondents represented female majority. 71% of the respondents were female, 27%
identified themselves as male and 2% of the respondents preferred not to reveal their
gender identity. The majority of the respondents were adults. 56% of the participants were
between 25-49 years old, 23% were between 18-24 years and 20% were between 50-65

years. Only one respondent was under the age of 18.

The majority of the respondents, 49 people were working full-time during the Covid-19
pandemic while 13 of them have been working part-time. Only 4 of the respondents

identified as entrepreneurs/self-employed during the pandemic (Figure 5).

Which of the following categories best describes your
employment status during the COVID-19 pandemic (11
March 2020 -onward)?

Entrepreneur/Self-employed -

Employed, working part-time _

0 10 20 30 40 50 60
Figure 5: Employment status of respondents (n = 66)
Respondents were working in various different industries and various sizes of organizations.

The education industry was over-represented among survey participants, with 30

respondents indicating working in the education industry (Figure 6).
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Which industry does your employer organization belong to?

Education I O

Other

Information Technology

Consumer services

Financial services

Hospitality

Manufacturing

Heathcare

Professional, technical and scientific services

Transportation

Recruitment & HR

15 20 25 30 35

o
wn
=
o

Figure 6: Survey respondents were working in different industries (n = 66)

As Figure 6 shows, 10 respondents choose “Other” as option for the industry of their
organization. The second and third most popular pre-defined answer was Information
Technology with 7 respondents and Consumer services with 4 respondents choosing this
option. The rest of the participants were working at organizations in the financial services,
hospitality, manufacturing, healthcare, professional/technical and scientific services,

transportation and the recruitment/HR industry (Figure 6).

More than 50% of the survey respondents were working at large-size organizations, while

21% were working in mid-size and 14% in small size organizations (Figure 7).

Approximately, how many people work at your
organization?

12% l
B More than 250
14%
W 50-249

less than 10

10-49

Figure 7: Organization sizes represented among survey respondents. (n = 66)
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Out of 66 respondents, 21 were supervisors and/or managers while 44 were team

members. One person hasn’t specified which group they belong to (Figure 8).

Do you manage a team and/or supervise 1 or more people
in your organization?

I DON'T KNOW

YES

NO

50

Figure 8: Distribution of employees and managers among survey respondents. (n = 66)

Respondents were also asked to indicate which aspects of their work has been affected by

the Covid-19 outbreak. Participants could choose as many options as they preferred.

(Figure 9). For the sake of clarity, one person who didn’t know whether they were managers

or not, have been disregarded in the following figure.

Which aspects of your work has been affected during the
COVID-19 outbreak?
Total: 44 Team members and 21 Managers
90%
80%
70%
60%

X

(decreased) (increased) status

B Team members  ® Managers/Supervisors

50%
40%
30%
o I I
Bu
59 5%
0 ) .

The place of work Working hours Workload Workload My employment Other

Figure 9: Aspects of work being affected during the Covid-19 pandemic - employees and

managers
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The place of work has been affected the most, with 77% of team members and 86% of
managers indicating changes in this aspect of work. Working hours has been the second
most affected aspect with 34% of team members and 52% of managers choosing this
option. 41% of team members and 24% of managers experienced decrease of workload
while 25% of team members and 43% of managers have experienced an increase of
workload. The employment status of 14% of team members and 5% of managers have
been affected as well. Respondents who chose “other” specified decreased productivity,
enormous stress, lack of PPE, contractors not being available, and inability to get projects
completed (Figure 9).

5.1 Internal communication effectiveness during the Covid-19 pandemic

Respondents were asked a series of Likert scale questions related to the internal
communication of their organization during the Covid-19 pandemic. Respondents had to
consider the general internal communication they received within their organization during
the Covid-19 pandemic and then rate their level of satisfaction with the following aspects:
amount of information, frequency of delivery, relevance of material, channels of delivery.
Likert scale has been determined as follows: 1 = very dissatisfied, 2 = dissatisfied, 3 =

neutral, 4 = satisfied, 5 = very satisfied.

The mean value of the amount of information was 3,4. Out of 66 employees 33 was either
very satisfied or satisfied with their organization’s communication. 17 respondents were

neutral towards it and 16 of them were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied (Figure 10).

How satisfied you are with the amount of information you
received?

5 = very satisfied |1 —

1= very dissatisfied |G

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Figure 10: Satisfaction with the amount of information received (n = 66)
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Out of 66 employees, 10 were very satisfied and 21 were satisfied with their organization’s
frequency of delivering information. 22 respondents were neutral towards it and 13 felt
dissatisfied or very dissatisfied (Figure 11). The mean value of the frequency of delivery

was 3,3 making it the lowest ranking examined aspect of internal communication.

How satisfied are you with the frequency of delivery?

1 = very dissatisfied _
0 5 10 15 20 25
Figure 11: Satisfaction with the frequency of delivery (n = 66)
The relevance of material shared by organizations made 33 employees very satisfied or
satisfied while 21 employees felt neutral towards this aspect. 4 employees were dissatisfied

and 8 of them were very dissatisfied with the relevance of material (Figure 12). The
relevance of material had a mean value of 3,5.

How satisfied are you with the relevance of material?

2 [
1=very dissatisfied | NS

0 5 10 15 20 25

Figure 12: Satisfaction with the relevance of material (n = 66)
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The channels of delivery were the most satisfying among the pre-defined internal
communication aspects by reaching a mean value of 3,6. When considering the channels
of information delivery, out of 66 employees 37 was either very satisfied or satisfied with
their organization’s communication. 15 respondents were neutral towards it and 14 of them

were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied (Figure 13).

How satisfied are you with the channels of delivery?

1 =very dissatisfied [ NGETTNNIGNGGN

0 5 10 15 20 25

Figure 13: Satisfaction with the channels of delivery (n = 66)

At the end of the quantitative survey employees were asked to provide open ended answer
to the question “How was equality in your workplace ensured during the Covid-19
pandemic? (e.g. has your organization considered employees with different capacities of
using technology?)”. The non-mandatory question received 40 answers, which were then

analyzed by finding similarities within them.

Out of 40 respondents, 21 told about a positive experience regarding equality. The most
common thing these respondents told was that their workplace has provided trainings and
technical assistance after the pandemic, for people with less knowledge about technology.
3 employees mentioned that their employer provided laptops and other office supplies for
people who didn’t have one, one of them stating “they were very helpful with transporting
my extra screen and other office supplies | needed”. The rest of the answers didn’t include
specific details about how equality was ensured but included positive affirmation towards

the question.

Out of the respondents, 9 had negative experiences regarding equality during the crisis.
One of the respondents told that part-time workers were not considered at all at his/her
organization, as they sometimes don’t show up for work a long time and the organization

didn’t call them to update. One respondent pointed out that those without a car could not
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bring home screens from work to build a proper office station. Three respondents mentioned
inequality regarding technology and that their organization had no consideration for those
who had no access to certain company software and social medias. One of these
respondent’s said, “World at large should recognize that not everyone is high-tech!”. One
respondent detailed a story about his/her organization that took 1 month to update their staff

about the pandemic situation.

Out of 40 respondents 10 have provided either a neutral answer towards the question, such
as “I feel like in general everything stayed the same, although we work remotely now” or

said that they don’t really know whether equality was ensured or not.

Survey question 16 have asked respondents if there is anything else, they would like to add
that can help the outcome of this research. The question received 10 answers, out of which
4 can be utilized in this chapter of the research, 2 answers are utilized in chapter 5.3 and
the other 4 answers included personal notes to the author and one feedback regarding the

survey.

One of the respondents added that generally they were satisfied with the employer’'s way
of communication. Another one noted that the pandemic made her realize that her
“workplace is really, really behind the digitalization game”. The same respondent added that
she would like to change workplace as soon as possible. The third respondent noted that
organizations should realize employees have different personal situations. This particular
respondent has a mentally ill child which doesn’t allow them to be available 24/7 for online
meetings. The fourth respondent similarly noted that employers should still respect working

hours during the pandemic.

5.2 Preferred internal communication channels

In order to determine the preferred internal communication channels, survey participants
were asked to indicate the channels their organization used, and the channels they
preferred to use during the Covid-19 pandemic. The purpose of the researcher was to
determine whether the currently used channels are in alliance with the communication

channels preferred by employees.

In this part of the survey respondents were allowed to choose more than 1 option, thus, the
total percentage is above 100. Out of 66 respondents, 80% indicated their organization
using e-mail communication, making it the number one communication channel. Team

meetings and Intranet came second with 55 and 53% of organizations using this channel.
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33% of organizations have used internal social media group to communicate, 27% used
Microsoft Teams group and 20% used other platforms, which were specified as SMS (5
respondents), WhatsApp (2), Phone call (1), Skype (1), Internal app (1), and No
communication at all (1). 17% of organizations used Other social media and 6% Internal
Slack group. (Figure 14).

Which channel(s) have your organization used to share
information with employees about the pandemic? Select all

that apply.
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
0% . o o
0% “
E-mail Team Intranet Internal Internal Other Other social Internal Slack
meetings social media  Microsoft media group

group  Teams group

Figure 14. Internal communication channels used by organizations

The internal communication channels preferred by the employees has ranked as seen on

Figure 15.

Which channel(s) YOU PREFER for sharing/receiving
information about the pandemic within your organization?
80%
70%
60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

i B =

0% .

E-mail Team Intranet Internal Internal Other social Internal Other
meetings social Microsoft media  Slack group
media Teams
group group

Figure 15. Preferred internal communication channels
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E-mail is the most preferred internal communication channel, by 76% of the respondents
choosing this option. More than half of the respondents preferred Team meetings while 38%
preferred Intranet for sharing/receiving information. Internal social media group has been
chosen by 27% of the employees and Internal Microsoft Teams group was preferred by
18%. Out of 66 respondents, 17% prefer to be informed on other social media and 12%
preferred Internal Slack group. 9% of respondents chose Other as an option, specifying
WhatsApp (4) and Phone call (2) (Figure 15).

Most of the preferred channels and their ranking was aligned with the communication
channels that organizations used. Internal Slack group had a 6% higher rate among the
preferred channels than among the used channels, as well as WhatsApp and Phone call

was more times chosen among the preferred channels than among the used ones.

5.3 Employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis

In the following, supervisor’s efforts towards employee engagement will be analysed from
the perspective of employees. The chapter will also analyse communication challenges that

employees encountered with their teams/supervisors.

The engagement model by Ruck & Welch (Figure 3) have been used to design the survey
question 11, in order to examine the effectiveness of employee engagement aspects. The
survey question included 6 statements that employees had to evaluate on Likert scale
(Table 1).

Table 1. Aspects of employee engagement examined

Aspect of employee engagement | Statement in survey Q.11

(Ruch & Welch, 2012)

Role “My manager gave me clear directions.”

Strategy, goals and values “My manager shared information and kept me up to
date.”

Voice “‘My manager took me and my team's opinion into
account.”

Support “I could express my concerns/worries to my manager.”
Identification ‘I would have done everything the same way as my
manager did.”

Performance “My manager provided all the support | needed.”
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Employees could choose whether they strongly agree (=5), agree (=4), neither agree nor
disagree (=3), disagree (=2), strongly disagree (=1) with each statement.

SUPPORT (I could express my concerns/worries to my
manager)

PERFORMANCE (My manager provided all the support
that | needed)

VOICE (My manager took me and my team's opinion into
account.)

ROLE (My manager gave me clear directions.)

STRATEGY, GOALS AND VALUES (My manager shared
information frequently and kept me up to date)

IDENTIFICATION (I would have done everything the same
way as my manager did)

o

1 2 3 4

Mean (1=Strongly disagree,...5=Strongly agree)

Figure 16. Employees’ engagement with direct supervisor

As depicted in Figure 16 it is possible to see the different aspects of employee engagement
in descendent order by statistically grouping them to their degree of efficiency when

employees were communicating with their supervisors during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Respondents voted ‘support’ and ‘performance’ the highest performing aspects of employee
engagement with a mean of 3.6 and 3.4, respectively. ‘Voice’ was fairly rated by employees
as well as the aspect of ‘role’ and ‘strategy, goals and values’. The lowest rated aspect of

employee engagement was ‘Identification’ with a mean of 2.9 (Figure 16).
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How did you communicate with your team/supervisor during
the COVID-19 pandemic?

H Remotely, virtually
M Both face to face and remotely
H Physically, face to face

None

Figure 17. Mode of communication with supervisors/teams

Respondents were asked to indicate the mode of communication they used with their
supervisors/teams during the Covid-19 pandemic. 64% of respondents communicated
remotely/virtually, 26% both face to face and remotely while 5% communicated only face to
face. 5% of the respondents chose “Other” option, where they all specified having no

communication between them and their supervisors/teams (Figure 17).

Have you encountered any communication challenges with
your team/supervisor during the COVID-19 pandemic?

No
35% H Yes

No

Figure 18. Encountering communication challenges with supervisors/teams

Out of 66 respondents, 42 (65%) have encountered some sort of communication challenges
with their supervisors/teams, while 23 of them (35%) indicated that they haven’t had any

challenges in communicating (Figure 18).
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Table 2. Cross-tabulation of communication modes by experience of challenges

Mode of communication

Challenges in communication

Yes No Total
Remotely, virtually Count 28 14 42
Both face to face and | Count 9 9 18
remotely
Physically, face to face Count 3 0 3
None Count 2 1 3
Total Count 42 24 66

Table 2 shows that out of 42 respondents, that were communicating remotely with their

supervisors, 28 have encountered challenges in communication, while 14 experienced no

challenges. 50% of employees that were communicating both face to face and remotely

reported challenges in communication. By contrast, all of the employees that communicated

only face to face with their supervisors, encountered challenges in communication.

When indicating their biggest challenges, employees were allowed to choose more than

one option.

Respondents chose between 1-2 options on average. The biggest

communication challenge employees faced with their teams/supervisors was the unclarity

of goals and priorities (Figure 19).

Have you encountered challenges in communication?

Yes, goals and priorities were not clear

Yes, information got lost

Yes, team spirit decreased

Yes, malfunctions in technology

Yes, there was lack of trust

Yes, other

Yes, time-zone differences

o
N

10

16

Figure 19. Communication challenges reported by employees during the Covid-19

pandemic
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Information lost has been the second most common challenge with 14 employees choosing
this option. Decrease in team spirit and malfunctions in technology have been reported by
12 and 11 employees, respectively. There were 3 respondents who chose “Other” option,
and specified it as less communication, no interaction and decrease in the efficiency of

communication.

In survey question 15, respondents were asked to provide open ended answers to the
question “If you could give your manager advice on how to more effectively manage
you/your team during the COVID-19 outbreak, what would it be?”. The optional question
received 38 answers, which were then analysed by finding similarities within their content.
Based on their content, the answers have been grouped to 6 different categories: frequency,

clarity, team spirit, mode of communication, equality and other.

Out of 38 respondents, 13 would give an advice related to the frequency of their manager’s
communication. Respondents advised their supervisors to communicate more actively and
regularly. Some of the more specific advices were e.g. “More cross department meetings
to update each other and create a cross functional action plan” or “More active
communication as there was a gap in several days when the whole team did not know what
to expect and what will happen in terms of our employment”. One of the respondents said,
“Communicate clearly that you're available for further inquiries or discussions and make

time for those in your calendar.”

Another group of answers were related to the clarity of communication, such as “Be clear,
transparent and care about the team “ and “Give clear guidance and tell the priorities of
work - because under the COVID-19 outbreak it is not possible to deliver work as effectively
as before - something needs to be left behind. Determine focus of work and give clear
explanations.” One respondent added that “My manager is not very good at managing. At
some point, there was just a lot of communication in the mailboxes and many of them were

conflicting”.

There were 5 advices regarding the mode of communication. Respondents wished for one
on one meeting in Microsoft Teams, personal contact with supervisors and short weekly
meetings to focus on daily tasks. One respondent from the education industry wished for a
less bureaucratic communication; “It’s stupid to tie the weeks to the timetable - online
pedagogy has a different logic. Due to bad management, | ended up one day working 16 h
non-stop (due to the "time slot logic")”. Another respondent advised their manager to point

out team leaders who can focus on certain communication platforms.
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A handful of employees advised their supervisors to put more effort into keeping up the
team spirit. One respondent advised their manager to add “virtual coffee breaks” to
substitute the usual lunch breaks and coffee breaks at the office, where employees can
discuss both work and not-work related topics. Another respondent added “More Skype

Calls to encourage and support each other”.

A smaller group of respondents addressed equality and advised their managers to “Contact
all staff and not just a few” and to “Ensure that all information reaches every individual of

your team. If they're not in office, call or email them”.

Out of 38 respondents 4 wouldn’t give any advice to their managers. Most of them noted
that their direct supervisor did a good job, and one of them said “Nothing, because at the
time being, nobody had the right answers”.

Another respondent addressed safety, as of “I would recommend checking on the team
members’ awareness of the situation to understand how seriously they take it and whether
they act according to the safety instructions given by the government and health

organization”.

In question 16 respondents could add any additional information that they thought would
help the outcome of this research. One of the respondents said that their manager
organized virtual coffee breaks during the pandemic, which was a positive experience and
helped to keep the team spirit high. Another respondent added that their team hasn’t been
hit hard by the pandemic because they had put lots of effort into transparent communication

between team members and supervisors even before the pandemic.
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6 Discussion

The purpose of this chapter is to briefly explain the key findings of the research, as well as
give recommendations for organizations’ internal crisis communication and further
research. At the end of the chapter, there is a brief reflection on the learning of the thesis

author.

6.1 Key findings

This study aimed to examine the internal communication strategies of organizations during
the Covid-19 crisis. The objective of this thesis was to research organization’s internal
communication effectiveness, preferred communication tools and explore how managers

and team leaders engaged their team members during the crisis.

According to the findings, the Covid-19 pandemic brought changes to every workplace. The
most common change employees reported was the place of work and the extension/flexure
of working hours. There were more team members who reported a decrease in workload
than those who experienced an increase. In contrast, managers’ workload has rather
increased during the pandemic. Employees in non-managerial positions have experienced

changes in the employment status more frequently than managers.

The quantitative research survey examined how employees perceived their organization’s
internal communication. The researcher had set pre-determined aspects of internal
communication that respondents had to rate according to their level of satisfaction. The
highest rated aspect was the channels of communication, which most of the respondents
were satisfied with. The relevance of material shared by organizations during the pandemic
was satisfying for most of the employees, however, this aspect has also received the most
“very dissatisfied” votes among the examined internal communication aspects. The amount
of information shared by organizations received a rather neutral satisfaction rate with similar
number of employees being satisfied and dissatisfied with it. The lowest rated aspect of
internal communication was the frequency of delivery which most employees rated 3 on the

1-5 scale.

One of the findings of the qualitative survey questions was regarding organizations’ actions
towards equality during the Covid-19 pandemic. Respondents had a positive experience in
those organizations that provided necessary office supplies, training programs and
technical assistance for employees with less knowledge about technology. There were
several respondents who reported about inequality in their workplace during the pandemic.

The organization of these respondents didn’t consider employees with less knowledge and
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access to technical tools, different internal systems and social media. There were also
negative experiences towards organizations who were late to update employees about the
changes the pandemic brought to the workplace. Some respondents experienced inequality
between part-time and full-time workers as well as employees with access to cars and those

without one.

According to the questionnaire results, most employees preferred to communicate through
e-mail and team meetings during the pandemic. Organizational intranet and internal social
media groups were highly preferred as well by employees. The questionnaire results point
out that organizations are using most of these channels already to communicate with their
employees. This result was to be expected as employees reported being highly satisfied
with the channels of communication in the earlier part of the survey. There are some internal
communication channels that are not much in use, but employees would still prefer them.

These channels are WhatsApp, phone calls and Internal Slack groups.

Both the quantitative and qualitative part of the survey examined how managers and team
leaders performed in terms of engaging their teams during the pandemic. The results show
that most employees didn’t receive clear directions from their supervisors and were lacking
frequent updates and information. The results also show that most employees cannot
identify with their managers’ actions during the pandemic. Interestingly, those employees
who communicated both face to face and remotely with their supervisors during the
pandemic, faced the least challenges in communication. Employees who communicated

solely remotely or solely face to face reported many challenges.

The most common communication challenges employees faced with their supervisors were
the obscurity of goals and priorities, loss of information and decrease in team spirit. In the
gualitative part of the survey respondents urged their supervisors to communicate more
often during a crisis situation and give clear guidance, as well as determine the priorities of
work during the pandemic. Short weekly meetings to focus on daily tasks and virtual coffee
breaks seemed to contribute positively to employees’ engagement. Employees also

recommended supervisors to check on team members’ awareness about safety regulations.
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6.2 Recommendations for organizations and managers

This subchapter focuses on the recommendations the researcher has based on the findings
of the research. The equality of employees, frequency of communication, and the actions

of managers are discussed.

Organizations globally are recommended to develop their internal crisis communication
efforts both on organizational and team level. Based on the research findings it is
recommended for organizations and managers to implement more frequent messaging

during crisis periods and select relevant information to be shared with employees.

For big and medium sized companies, a biweekly, virtual Q&A session can help with
keeping employees up to date about changes and enhance transparency between
employees and management. The Q&A session would allow employees to ask their
guestions related to new guidelines, safety, layoffs, new tools and thus, help them feel more
certain about the future. For small sized companies as well as team leaders, weekly

meetings are recommended to determine the focus and priorities of employees.

According to the results of the research, employees are generally satisfied with the channels
that organizations used to deliver crisis-related information. On team level communication,
it is recommended for supervisors to ask for feedback from their team members about the

preferred channels and if needed, implement the usage of new channels.

Both organizations and managers are recommended to consider the actions they are taking
towards ensuring equality within the workforce. It is recommended to put more effort into
informing all levels of the organization and all types of employees about changes,
regardless of workers’ employment type, or their relationship with the organization. Team
leaders are recommended to make themselves available for one-on-one discussions with
their team members to increase trust and transparency as well as to make sure employees

receive enough support from their supervisors.

Organizations switching to online working environments are recommended to conduct
training programs for those employees who have less access or knowledge about
technology. If necessary, it is recommended to point out employees with more advanced
technological skills to host these trainings while at the same time allowing them to re-
organize their priorities. Organizations are recommended to encourage their managers to

allow flexibility even more during crisis times.
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Team leaders and supervisors are recommended to put more effort into keeping up the
team spirit during a crisis as it is highly contributing to employees’ engagement. Virtual
coffee and lunch breaks, online birthday celebrations, or Friday quizzes are some ideas for
online activities team leaders can implement within their groups. For some teams, a co-
created playlist can help to stay connected with colleagues through music. Team leaders of
all companies are recommended to be consistent with rewards and recognition even during
a crisis. Similarly, managers are recommended to schedule informal check-ins with their

team members to collect and give feedback.

6.3 Recommendations for further research

As a continuum of the previous subchapter’s recommendations, this subchapter focuses on
different aspects that would require further research regarding the research objective.
Firstly, further research regarding the research period will be discussed. Secondly,

recomendations are given to who should be included in the sampling of the further research.

As the research was conducted in early days of the global pandemic, the experiences of
the target group were still very fresh and therefore could have changed during the time.
Further research should be conducted with a longer time period or with another similar

length period after the crisis is over to further develop the results gathered in this report.

Originally the focus of the research was to gather data from employees of all types and
sizes of organizations, which was proven to be challenging. The sample of this research
was highly dependent on the researcher’s network connections which led to lack of
representativeness in industries and sizes of researched organizations. Further research
should be conducted involving a more diverse sample group, including focus on the

industries underrepresented in this research.

6.4 Reflection on Learning

The overall self-assessment of the thesis is very positive. Among the strengths of the
process, being a part-time employee at two different organizations during the Covid-19

pandemic was a valuable help to gain insights and understand the context of this research.

Conducting this research was highly educational for the author. This research gave the
opportunity to expand and develop the theoretical knowledge gained during the
specialization studies. Additionally, this research has proved to be a great tool in developing

academic writing and referencing of the author.

39



The research has given new insights and knowledge into the field of organizational
communication, crisis management and employee engagement. As an organizational
communication student, this research has provided valuable information to the author’s

studies and career.

The main challenge was posed by time management. As a matter of fact, conducting the
thesis research while working full-time was challenging but rewarding. The author’s interest

in the research subject has significantly helped during the writing process.
The author wishes this thesis to be an inspiration and perhaps a point of reference from

which to further develop research in the field of internal crisis communication and employee

engagement.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Online research survey

9/16/2020 Internal communication during the COVID-19 pandemic

Internal communication during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this important research, and ultimately, in helping me
graduate. My name is Evelin Baké and | am a third year BBA student with a major in
Organizational Communication at Haaga-Helia University of Applied Sciences in Helsinki,
Finland.

I am conducting research as part of my final thesis, with the objective of examining
organization's internal communication effectiveness during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
following survey consists of 16 questions and takes approximately 5 minutes to answer. All
responses are kept anonymous and nobody will be identifiable in the research.

The data gained from this survey is stored in a password protected electronic format. To help
protect your confidentiality, the survey does not contain information that will personally
identify you. The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only and may be

shared with representatives of Haaga-Helia University of Applied Sciences.

If you have any questions about the research study, please contact me by e-mail:
evelin.bako@myy.haaga-helia.fi

* Required

1. Yourage*

Mark only one oval.
Under 18 years
18-24 years
25-49 years

50-65 years

Over 65 years

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuA5zsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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9/16/2020 Internal communication during the COVID-19 pandemic

2. Your gender *

Mark only one oval.

) Female
() Male
Other

) Prefer not to say

3. Which of the following categories best describes your employment status during
the COVID-19 pandemic (11 March 2020 -onward)? (If you were not employed,
please don't fill out this survey.) *

Mark only one oval.
Employed, working full-time
D Employed, working part-time
Entrepreneur/Self-employed

) Other:

4. Approximately, how many people work at your organization? *
Mark only one oval.

(_ Jlessthan 10
) 10-49
) 50-249

) More than 250

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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5. Which industry does your employer organization belong to? If you are not sure,
click "other". *

Mark only one oval.

) Construction
Consumer services
( ) Education
Entertainment
( Financial services
Heathcare
Hospitality
) Information Technology
) Manufacturing
Transportation
) Pharmaceutical
) Professional, technical and scientific services
) Recruitment & HR

_ Other

6. Do you manage a team and/or supervise 1 or more people in your organization? *

Mark only one oval.

Yes

() No

| don't know

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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7. Which aspects of your work has been affected by the COVID-19 outbreak? Select
all that apply. *

Check all that apply.

|| Workload (increased)
| Workload (decreased)

|| The place of work

[ | Working hours

|| My employment status
\,

Nothing

Other: J

In the following, | am measuring your satisfaction with the internal communication of your organization,
your preferences regarding communication channels and your direct manager's actions during the
pandemic (11, March 2020 - onward.) Note that all responses are kept anonymous and nobody will be
identifiable in the research.

8. Consider the general internal communication you received from your
organization during the COVID-19 pandemic, (11, March 2020 - onward) then rate
your level of satisfaction with each aspect. *

Mark only one oval per row.

1 =very 2 3 5 = very
dissatisfied satisfied
Amount of ) — )
information ~— —/ — /) __
Frequency of — — — s

delivery — S i — =

Relevance of — — 5 ‘ —
material — - - Nt —

Channel(s) of N — — — N
delivery = = ‘ ’ ‘

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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Which channel(s) have your organization used to share information with
employees about the pandemic? Select all that apply. *

Check all that apply.

|| Team meetings

| Intranet

|| Internal Microsoft Teams group

Internal Slack group
|| Internal social media group
[ | E-mail
|| Twitter

| | Other social media
Other: ]

10.  Which channel(s) YOU PREFER for sharing/receiving information about the

pandemic within your organization? Select all that apply. *
Check all that apply.

Team meetings
) f Intranet

| Internal Microsoft Teams group

Internal Slack group

E-mail

Twitter

l
{
l
|| Internal social media group
l
l
{

| Other social media

Other: [

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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11.

12.

Internal communication during the COVID-19 pandemic

Consider your direct supervisor's/manager's actions during the COVID-19
outbreak (11, March 2020 - onward) and rate your level of agreement with each
section. (If you don't have a manager/supervisor please skip this section.)

Mark only one oval per row.

b=
1 —.strongly 2 3 4 strongly
disagree
agree
My manager gave me clear — ) — ~ —

directions.

My manager shared
information frequently and D @D D () @D)
kept me up to date.

My manager took me and my — ~— — — —
team'’s opinion into account. = 3 = e e

| could express my
concerns/worries to my C - @) a (
manager.

My manager provided all the — — — — —
support that | needed. s ‘ g = N

| would have done everything
the same way as my manager (D ) @ (
did.

How did you communicate with your team/supervisor during the COVID-19
pandemic (11, March 2020 - onward)?

Check all that apply.

|| Physically, face to face

|| Remotely, virtually

|| Both face to face and remotely
Other: [

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit

49

6/8



9/16/2020 Internal communication during the COVID-19 pandemic

13. Have you encountered any communication challenges with your
team/supervisor during the COVID-19 pandemic? (11, March 2020 - onward)
Select all that apply. *

Check all that apply.

|| No, there were no communication challenges
| | Yes, team spirit decreased

|| Yes, information got lost

|| Yes, goals and priorities were not clear

|| Yes, malfunctions in technology

|| Yes, there was lack of trust

|| Yes, time-zone differences

Other:

Is there anything - a personal story, an idea etc. - you would like to add that you think would benefit the
outcome of this research? Please share it below, as it is much appreciated. All responses will be kept
anonymous and nobody will be identifiable in the research.

14. How was equality in your workplace ensured during the COVID-19 pandemic?
(e.g. has your organization considered employees with different capacities for
using technology?)

15.  If you could give your manager advice on how to more effectively manage

you/your team during the COVID-19 outbreak, what would it be?

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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16. Anything else you would like to add?

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10WZQE-wJuxh3IuASzsoxvgBew VEXAO2I6R21jWHqVEA/edit
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