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TRANSCRIPT 

Inner Circle #2: How your brand can guide your return to work strategy 
Featuring: Julia Race, Director of Strategy & Jennifer Zanfardino, HR Consultant 

 

Julia: All right. I think people are starting to trickle in. So, let's go ahead and get started. Good 

afternoon, everyone. And welcome to the second Integral Inner Circle. We have a great group 

assembled together today from brand marketers to human resource strategists and internal 

communicators. We've got some old friends and some new ones. So welcome to everyone. Thank you 

so much for joining us today. A little about Inner Circle, this is our second one. And Team Integral 

created this event series with the desire to deepen our sense of community as a collective, right now, 

who are facing the same challenges, which is really around exploring the changing nature of work. 

For those of you who don't know me, I'm Julia Race, Integral's Director of Strategy. My background 

is in building and activating brand-led culture. I've had the pleasure of doing that at some of the 

world's most exciting organizations, which is why I'm especially excited about the focus of today's 

conversation. Today we'll start to break down what can feel a little bit like an overwhelming 

challenge, which is the return to work and how we do that in a way that brings out the best of our 

culture and our brand. Here with me to talk about one of my favorite subjects is my friend, Jennifer 

Zanfardino, who has spent her career helping organizations do this work, to define their brand and 

employer value proposition. Today, Jennifer is an experienced HR consultant who works with an 

amazing stable of clients to maximize the way that brand can show up in things like onboarding and 

performance management and benefits and enrollment experiences and beyond. Welcome, Jennifer.  

 

Jennifer: Hey, Julia. Thanks so much for having me. I really appreciate it. 

 

Julia: Because we've got 25 minutes, and this topic is so robust and exciting right now, let’s dive in. As 

you and I have been talking about this over the last few weeks, it's clear that there are so many 

important pieces to developing a return-to-work strategy, and a lot of them are very unique. While a 

lot of us on this call have probably already started to think about some of those things from a 

logistical, facilities, legal, and safety perspective, today's conversation is really going to be focused 

specifically on brand, culture and employee experience, which might be an easy one to kind of punch 

to the bottom of your list. Jen, in terms of the COVID corporate identity crisis that everyone is 

having right now, why should brand be the antidote? 

 

Jennifer: I don't know if it's the antidote, per se, but I think it definitely needs to be a piece of the 

equation. Going back to my branding roots before I really started specializing in HR, when we think 

about how brands are built and branding 101, it's that brands are this collection of experiences in 

your relationship. Typically, when people think about brand, they think about things like logos and 

color palettes, websites, advertising, services and products people are making. But in today's world, 

the employee experience is actually a part of that brand too. How people show up for work, how they 

experience work. how they enter the building, how they receive recognition. All of that is one of the 

major components of building your brand. And with things like Glassdoor and other social media 
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channels, that's become very public-facing. There's no behind the curtain anymore. Employees have 

a voice, and they have a way of expressing that. In addition to making sure that your employees are 

safe, which is obviously, first and foremost anywhere, we need to also figure out how to manage or 

balance that risk of safety in returning to work with the cultural experience. That’s also going to play 

into the retention, and how employees decide to stay on after we get beyond or into whatever's next. 

Employee satisfaction throughout this process, but also throughout the return-to-work process, and 

what that looks like. Then, down the line, in terms of recruitment, how are we going to recruit new 

hires? What are people going to be saying about our organization? It absolutely has to be a part of the 

equation when you're thinking about how you bring people back to work. 

 

Julia: It's interesting. I know we're planning on diving further into some of those important topics 

that you just brought up, like retention and employee satisfaction, the sort of the things that we 

would consider touch points on an employee journey map. We'll dive into more of that later, but I 

think it is important. I want to highlight something that you just said. I think all of us on this call can 

agree that safety should be a table fix, right? I mean, we're not even having a conversation around 

that really needing to be something we have to think twice about offering to our employees. And yet, 

that is showing up in such an external way right now. And when we talk about employee experience, 

a lot of times we do talk about the world's perception of that. It seems like, right now, that this isn't 

just an internal challenge. The organizational cultures are being made transparent in a way like 

they've never been before. I’m curious if you have thoughts more specifically about what you think 

COVID-19 will mean for employer brands going forward?  

 

Jennifer: I think that's a great point, and it's one that I've been thinking about a lot. Even as recently 

as this morning, I was on a call with a group where people were talking about their return-to-work 

plans. And they were saying-- the conversations they're having are like, "How do we balance 

working remotely with culture? And where are those intersections?" I think it's a topic that's really 

top of mind for a lot of people. They’re saying, "How do we create culture when we're not all 

together? We don't have some of those things that previously existed, or that we may have relied on." 

But for me, when you take away the office, or when you take away some of the other stuff, the 

tangible or tactile things that we've typically grabbed on to, in terms of cool office space or 

communal kitchens and things like that, where we need to really look at what the EVP has been. The 

companies that have done the work to define their EVP-- not only define their EVP, but also align 

their EVP and the employee experience, I think they're going to be ahead of the game coming out of 

this. Let's say that caring is one major component of your employer value proposition, you've 

hopefully used that to show up as being caring or in caring ways for the past two and a half-ish 

months. How are you going to continue doing that moving forward? What caring may have looked 

like when we were all told-- or many of us, I should say, were told to work from home is the check-

ins, the weekly communications, really providing employees with benefits they perhaps didn't have 

in the past. What happens when we all start returning to work? And how does caring continue to 

show up? If you haven't done that work, I don't think there's any hiding from that right now. I think 

it's really exposing whatever the cracks are to say, "Well, hey, employer, you say that we're a family. 

But when we needed you, you weren't there. You didn't show up in that way." I think that's going to 

really start to be a factor in how people think about their employer moving forward, when they feel 

like they have a little more job security, or they have some more options, and use that as a way to sell 
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the organization and consider their experience. As they talk about it and move forward, what's 

internal has now become external. And we need to be aware of that. 

 

Julia: Certainly, because we're seeing some examples of things that have become external that I think 

companies probably wished hadn't, right? There are new examples of this every single day, where 

consumers, and specifically, generational factions of people, like Millennials or Gen Z, are saying, "I, 

in this moment, will not stand behind a brand who is not treating employees in a way that is aligned 

to how they've spoken about or asked for credit for their culture in the past." I don't think we need to 

name names. But there are certainly some very big ones that have experienced protesting, not only 

protesting by employees, but then also by the general consumer. The consumer just sort of being on 

the same side of the picket line with those employees. There's such a societal moment happening 

right now, where consumers-- specifically around their relationship with brands, really are choosing 

things, choosing companies, choosing to put their dollar behind culture. Let's talk more specifically 

about a thing you said a moment ago, which is this idea that maybe some of your symbols and rituals, 

culturally speaking, have essentially dried up overnight, right? What happens now? For the 

companies who have maybe had things that were very core to their cultural DNA that, essentially, no 

longer really can exist. Where do we go now? 

 

Jennifer: It's the $54,000 question. I think a couple of things. One, it's going to depend on your 

culture. It's going to depend on what your values are. It's going to depend on where you're located 

and the type of work you're doing. But I think that it gets a little bit at where you kind of have to 

start by defining what are your non-negotiables. What are your stakes in the ground for your culture? 

If you say you're caring, caring can manifest itself in so many different ways. It doesn't necessarily 

mean that you just have to have a really amazing selection of snacks in the kitchen. It can show up in 

ways where you're sending onesies to new parents. It can show up where you're sending care 

packages to people who might have family members with ailments. There's lots of different ways to 

show up. You need to really have some honest conversations. When you say, "When we talk about 

our culture, here are the three to five things, that we're holding on to. And we're going to figure out 

how they manifest themselves in whatever new environment makes sense for us and our 

organization." One way to do that is really moving into those employee journeys and how does brand 

show up there? How do we add that cultural experience to those employee journeys and those 

different touch points that may look different than they did once before?  

 

Julia: I love everything about what you're saying. I actually think it's a really nice segue into our first 

question. This person asks, "It seems like every company right now is sort of saying, 'Our people are 

our first priority.' What's a way to make that feel as real for people as possible when they return to 

work?" 

 

Jennifer: I always ask, "What have people already been doing versus what haven't they done." I know 

a lot of companies have been surveying their employees. I think that's a big piece of the equation. 

Saying, "We want to hear from you. We want to understand when you're going to be comfortable 

returning. What would help you feel comfortable returning?” Is it that we're going to consolidate so 

everybody's coming in through one entrance and you see we're doing temperature checks, that we're 

giving you the right PPE, that we're disclosing how we're cleaning, etc. I mean, those are very 
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tactical things, but I think the takeaway from that is really reaching out and hearing from your 

employees. Part of that goes to what works on paper may not actually work in practice. Your 

employees are going to be on the front lines and they may have some really great insights or ideas 

about how to feel heard, and how to make this experience better. First and foremost, it’s talk to your 

employees. How you communicate with them and make them feel like they're part of this 

experience. Secondly, it's looking at existing rituals and finding ways to decide what you need to 

keep, what needs to be adapted, and decide what needs to be reinvented. An example of that is one of 

my clients has a two-and-a-half-day onboarding experience they typically do, where they bring all 

the employees that are part of this onboarding session together. They can't do that right now, but 

they're saying, "We want you to have this really great experience. And for you to buy into the 

culture. We understand we can't do it the way that we once did. So, how can we adapt that 

experience for today's environment?" What they’ve done is break-up the sessions, so nobody's sitting 

on a Zoom call for two and a half days. They're breaking that up to say, "We get that you're in this 

different environment, and we want to respect your time, in that you may also have to be caring for 

your child, in addition to doing your work responsibilities. So maybe you can have two hours to do 

that a day, as opposed to two and a half days back to back.” They’re also sending these welcome kits 

to employees to say, "Hey. We want to help you set up your home office, with your mug and your 

banner and your notebook, and all this other stuff to get you started to feel like you're part of this 

culture, even though you're brand new to it, and you're experiencing it in a way that we weren't 

intending." Additionally, because they were providing meals during that time, they've been sending 

employees being onboarded this $100 GrubHub gift certificates that people can use throughout the 

week. Whether that's ordering in lunch, or even ordering in dinner for their family, they have a way 

to kind of get some of that experience. That’s a moment where you're putting your money where 

your mouth is and showing employees that you're thinking about how they’re experiencing this, and 

how you can help them understand the culture, the brand, and feel like they belong, even though 

they can't all be together in a way that they may have been told when they decided to join. 

 

Julia: Right, and what's so great about that is it sounds like too, for that client, they did a little 

reinventing of something that maybe already existed, like a new employee lunch, through a COVID-

19 lens. And they’re also creating new things, as well. That concept of the what do we keep and re-

explore versus what needs to be totally thrown out the window and rewritten, is a thing that a lot of 

people are juggling right now. Speaking of that, Carolyn asks a great question, "How do core values fit 

into the new normal to keep employees engaged? Do they need to be reviewed, dusted off, 

reinvented?"  

 

Jennifer: That's a great question. My personal opinion is, if you've really taken the time to define your 

core values, they shouldn't need to be reinvented. Or not all of them should need to be reinvented. 

There should be things that you can really heavily lean into and maybe dust it off in a way that you 

haven't had to in the past, because they were things that were just happening organically. I absolutely 

think it's worth revising and saying, "Hey. If we say that one of our core values is operating with 

integrity, what does it actually mean? What does that mean from a transparency perspective? What 

does that mean from a decision-making perspective? How do you do that in a way that feels really 

human and connected and comes from this place of operating with integrity versus just being kind of 

cowardly about it or taking the path of least resistance?" I don't think that it's about reinventing. I 
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think if you've set up your core values correctly, you can lean into them and revisit and say, "What 

does it actually mean in this new world, and how does that show up?" 

 

Julia: I can't recall an Integral client that hasn't said, in the last year, "How do I make my values work 

harder for me?" Boy, what a moment for them to be showing up. We've got questions pouring in. 

This is awesome, you guys, keep them coming. Jonathan asks, "Do you see any cultural risks for 

companies whose communications to employees returning to the office and communications to 

employees who never left is unbalanced?" 

Jennifer: It is such a great question. One of my clients has a major manufacturing component. Their 

employees didn't have the option of working from home. They had to keep showing up. How they've 

been communicating with them has been different than the employees where they were like, "No. 

Go home. We'll tell you when we want you to come back. And we'll tell you how we want you to 

come back." First and foremost, there's a massive recognition piece that needs to happen with the 

people who stayed, who were required to stay on-site or show up in a certain way. It’s gratitude in 

saying, "We get that you may not have had these options. We appreciate you showing up." And what 

you're communicating with them is the acknowledgment that, "Hey. You adapted to shifts. And you 

adapted to kind of intimidating, at times, work environments. And we really appreciate that." In 

some cases, too, there are things that they may not have had access to that they now will. Where 

people put programs in place such as childcare programs, financial support programs, that they didn't 

always have access to. Now it’s, "Hey, we had these programs, how are you going to continue that 

moving forward and continue those communications there and educate about them." The employees 

returning to work, who may have been home, there's still gratitude. There's still recognition, it’s just 

different. We’re going to need to do a little bit more, in terms of communicating about what safety 

precautions are or what those protocols are, because they just haven't had practice with it. If you've 

been working this whole time, you’re doing your temperature check, you're getting your bracelet, 

you’re getting cleared to be on-site. And if you need to stay home, you're supposed to be staying 

home. If you haven't, now you've got to learn a whole new set of behaviors, in some cases. I think the 

thing that I'm taking away is this idea of segmentation is your best friend right now. 

 

Julia: Absolutely. 

  

Jennifer: In brand and communications, and certainly, in HR and people experience, not all audiences 

are created equal. To treat them as such is craziness, right? There’s so much that needs to be done for 

our folks in the service world, who have been boots on the ground, who have been on the front line 

of this, to acknowledge, as you say, the transformational coping of what this has been like for them, 

and to go a step further and reward and recognize them for it. It's about finding out what matters 

most to that audience. And certainly, putting your research hat on, your ethnographic study hat on, 

and using this opportunity as a moment for deeper listening to inform how you will reward and 

recognize people is a great idea. Just to build off that with one additional thought on segmentation. I 

think that's a really important point, because a lot of people who do work in some of these service or 

manufacturing roles, they're not on email all the time. So, email's not going to be the right channel to 

communicate with, and that's not what you've been using all along. Think about your town halls, 

think about your break rooms, and how can you use those touchpoints or those other touchpoints 

that may be less obvious to people who have the ability to work behind a computer most of the day? 
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Julia: Let’s spend the last few minutes here talking about those touchpoints and the identification 

process. To go all the way back to the beginning of the conversation, you spoke with a lot of passion 

about the importance of identifying the priority moments right now, the moments that matter. 

Where do we start with that? And more specifically, are there employee experience touchpoints or 

moments that you are finding have been creating outsized impact for your clients who are doing this 

work right now? 

 

 

 

Jennifer: It goes back to something we said earlier, in terms of mapping that employee journey. It’s 

not just one employee journey, right? I think there's the week that people start coming back, what is 

that experience like? How do they come in? How do they pick up any PPE they need? How are they 

sitting, if they were usually clustered? I also think there's also the annual journey, what are those 

things that happen every year? Annual moments happen every year. We're coming into performance 

management season for a lot of organizations. How is that going to show up for people this year? 

What are those conversations going to be like? What questions are people going to have? How do we 

engage them in a way that makes sense, given our current environment? Onboarding, as I mentioned 

with the example of my other client, people are still going to continue to get hired, right? They may 

not be hired right at this moment, in a lot of cases, but that will continue again in the future. I think 

it's looking at the employee journey kind of in totality, but then breaking it up into individual annual 

experiences or recurring experiences, and seeing how we can-- again, to use language we were using 

before, what do we keep, what do we adapt, and what do we need to reinvent, and breaking that 

down by audience, by different paths, and by different experience. 

 

Julia: It's certainly one way of making this feel a lot less overwhelming. To take one bite of the apple 

at a time. When so much of this is multi-layered, very complex, highly systemic. I do think that for 

those folks who are on this call who are looking for reassurance right now, this exercise might feel a 

little bit like trying to boil the ocean. Using journey mapping as a tool to identify the points of unfair 

advantage and outside impact on your employee experiences is one way to be helpful. It's incredible 

to me that we are a minute from it being 3:30. The time has flown by. I'm wanting to sort of bring a 

couple of things back to the forefront of our mind, just over the course of this half-hour. It sounds 

like, in summary, it's really around hearing from the right people and getting the right inputs. When 

we think about that, it's not just the decision-makers that you might normally have considered to be 

part of your think tank around a recovery plan. It might be some unexpected folks, as well, who 

really bring a lot of inspiration and knowledge of the organization to the table. It's also about hearing 

from employees and not being afraid to make them part of your task force. They chose you. They 

chose your brand way back when for a reason. Tap into them and their inherent knowledge of who 

you are and what you stand for in the world as a brand. And then to build on this collection of 

experiences, one experience is not sort of the end-all, be-all. What is the sort of point-to-point 

experience that you create right now for your employees, when considering how your brand plays a 

role in your return to work strategy? What did I miss?  
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Jennifer: Those are the big things. For me, it’s how do you get the right people at the table and 

recognizing that those people might be different than what you're used to. What are your non-

negotiables? And which touchpoints do you want to reinvest in? And reinvest doesn't have to be 

financial. It could be that keep, adapt, reinvent. This can't be nice to have. It has to be part of the 

conversation. 

 

Julia: Absolutely, and to bring that point all together, over the course of this conversation, we talked 

a lot about the people who have already been doing this work versus the people who haven't. I think 

this moment is really a great equalizer. Because regardless of whether or not you have already been 

walking the talk of a purpose-led brand, or you're finding yourself in the unique moment of trying to 

do it right now, this is not an opportunity to miss when we think about brand-building. There’s so 

much here that will help the greatest brands of the world write their legacy, and this is really a 

turning point to be doing this work. If you haven't done it yet, or if you're someone who feels like a 

voice of one in the organization who's been trying to make the argument, brand has a place here. 

Fear not because I think the work is ahead of us. And this is certainly a marathon, not a sprint. Great 

brands are not fixed, and this will continue to be an ongoing evolution of how we signal to our 

employees that our brands are our cultures.  

 

+++ 

 


