THE STATE OF

Internal Communications
for Frontline Workers

INTRODUCTION

Internal communications is
experiencing a renaissance period.
Rarely a global topic of conversation before Covid-19, the impact of
internal communications – aka, everything that is said and shared
within an organization – have been thrust into the spotlight.
Historically, frontline workers have felt left out – cut off or isolated from
internal communications in a way office workers are not. But things are
changing; all over the world, organizations are rejecting the notion that
'that's just how it is'.
The past years have shown us that effective, inclusive internal
communication has the power to transform frontline organizations.
Making internal comms work for frontline
employees isn’t just a matter of giving them
the same support as office workers.
Office employees typically work in one
place where they naturally interact with
each other. Frontline employees, in
contrast, are on their feet, on the go, in
hospital wards, care homes, schools, and
streets. They mainly interact with the public.
Office workers are called desktop workers
because they rely on desktop technology,
which has evolved massively over the past
30 years. Frontline workers are referred to
as 'key workers' because they provide
essential services. To do so they had to rely,
until recently, on old-school technology like
notice boards and sticky notes.
Tim Banting, Practice Leader for Digital
Workplace at Omdia, points out how the
pandemic brought to light such legacy ways
of working.
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The need to stay connected within
the hybrid workplace has never
been more urgent.
Connection and technology are at the heart of
internal communications. When employees
feel connected, organizations do better.
This is not just an issue of information flow.
It also has to do with a sense of belonging.
Feeling part of a larger whole is a deep
human need. It is the reason why employees
who feel connected to their organization are
more motivated and more engaged.
Not only do they perform better,
they are also less likely to leave their
organization.
When frontline workers feel excluded,
businesses experience up to
19% more employee turnover.
A sense of inclusion and belonging matters as
much for frontline workers as for their office
counterparts.

Issues around the effectiveness of internal
communications for frontline workers have
been bubbling beneath the surface for years.
The pandemic brought to light an age old
problem, and presented an opportunity for
long-term, positive change.
The report starts by looking back at what
‘internal comms’ used to mean for the
frontline (the past).
It goes on to highlight recent developments
(the present). And it looks ahead at ways in
which internal comms for the frontline is likely
to evolve (the future).
Backed up by research, expert views, and reallife examples, it will give you a full picture of
the state of internal comms for frontline
workers – and how to make yours the best
they can be.
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A LETTER FROM BLINK

QUICK OVERVIEW

PAST

The history of internal
comms for frontline
workers
The issues that affect internal comms for frontline workers haven’t come
out of nowhere. To understand the present, we need to start with the
past, and how it impacts where we are now. So we start with a short
history of internal comms for frontline workers.

85% of employees are not
engaged in the workplace.
How does the past impact the
future for frontline workers?

PRESENT

The current state of internal
comms for frontline workers
The current state is likely the one most relatable to you now.
You may find some of the items raised and challenges faced
all too familiar. It’s okay to wince during this section.
We’ll fix it in the chapter that follows.

FUTURE

The desired state of internal
comms for frontline
workers
Meaningful change is possible. What are the tools and means that can
make frontline workers feel included and valued?

Companies with an engaged workforce are
21% more profitable
How do we ensure an inclusive and
productive future for frontline workers?

Being in direct contact with customers, frontline
workers have valuable experiences and
feedback to share.
Listen to and learn from the people out there, on the ground,
doing the work that defines your organization, every day.
When you open up clear lines of two-way communication, your
employees can also flag issues on the frontline faster.
People become engaged when they feel seen and heard – so
give them a channel to offer feedback. Over time, their
emerging insights can trigger innovation.

40% of the global workforce
considered quitting their jobs this year
alone.
Are you happy with the current state of
internal comms for your frontline workers?
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PAST

The history of internal
comms for frontline
workers

Carla Diaz
BROADBAND SEARCH

“The biggest issue when it comes to
communications for frontline workers
is that there is the illusion that all of the
information reaches every single employee.”

To see how things can change, we need to first
consider how we got here.
Why do frontline workers so often feel disconnected, undervalued and
disengaged? Identifying our mistakes is the first step on
our improvement journey.
Here’s an overview of the means and technologies organizations
typically used to rely on for their internal comms.

Intranets

Noticeboards

One of the most common tools for sharing
internal communications. A team or
department uses the company’s intranet to
share relevant documents, articles, charts,
etc. Having the most up-to-date templates
and content relies on regular access which
often leads to low engagement and extensive
maintenance.

Like intranets, offline. With a workforce
that became more and more spread
out, noticeboards moved to the
background. Only those in the office
see workplace updates.
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Internal social media
(like Yammer)

Document sharing solutions
(like SharePoint)

Yammer is an enterprise social networking
service used for internal communications
within organizations. Access to a Yammer
network is only possible by individuals
with approved email addresses. Users can
share updates and like and comment on
other people’s statuses.

SharePoint is a web-based collaborative
platform that integrates with Microsoft
Office. Documents get saved to SharePoint
where “everyone” can access the most up-todate files and collaborate in real-time (if they
have internet access).
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THE HISTORY OF INTERNAL COMMS FOR FRONTLINE WORKERS

PAST

In short, past internal comms
technology was developed for
office workers. Its desktop
solutions aren't transferable to
frontline workers because of
the different dynamics.

While all these solutions serve a
purpose, the data shows that they
didn’t achieve their goal of reaching
and engaging frontline employees.

Technology for desktop workers has
continued to evolve. One remarkable
recent trend has been a shift towards
collaboration apps like Slack and
Microsoft Teams for internal
communication.

With many of these systems in place, let’s take a look at the different
reasons why these traditional internal communications didn’t succeed.

This is arguably the biggest change
offices have seen over the past decade.
Would it not make sense, then, to adopt
the same approach for frontline workers?

Distance

Activity

Frontline employees work in stores,
restaurants, factories, warehouses,
hospitals, buses, clients’ houses – away
from their colleagues in the office.

Frontline workers don’t want to be
overloaded. Not everyone needs to
know everything. People with timesensitive tasks can’t afford to check
off information that they don’t need or
that is irrelevant.

Not quite.

Tom Arbuthnot
PRINCIPAL & FOUNDER OF EMPOWERING CLOUD

Too much information

Lack of mobile tech

Frontline employees spend most of the
day on their feet; they typically don't
spend more than a few minutes behind
a desk. Intranets and document sharing
rely on having a desk and a computer.
Most frontline workers typically don’t
even have a work email address.

What frontline workers typically do
have access to is a mobile device. But
none of the more traditional internal
comms technology works well on
mobiles, which require a different kind
of connectivity. Unless they have that
connectivity, they remain dumb
devices in terms of internal comms.

One of the biggest challenges for organizations with
frontline workers is driving engagement with the wider
business and making it feel like a single entity,
not “head office” and “store workers.”
Technology can play an important part to improve communications and
drive a feeling of community, in a way that is convenient to frontline workers,
i.e. mobile-first and on-demand. Technology is only half of the story though.
Internal comms is an art form that is often neglected.
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PRESENT

The current state of internal
comms for frontline workers
We’ve seen a few important developments recently.
Desktop solutions aren’t transferable to frontline
workers because of the different dynamics,
the lessons the pandemic has taught us about
frontline workers, and the rise of new solutions.

Martyn Perks
DIGITAL WORKPLACE CONSULTANT & INTRANET SPECIALIST

Frontline work has never been more stressful
and demanding than during the pandemic.

The Covid pandemic highlighted many things,
including how unhappy workers are in their
jobs. The experience of working through the
pandemic seems to have been the last straw
for many.

This has been reflected in a marked rise
in mental health symptoms. This has been
particularly evident in the health sector,
where frontline workers reported high
levels of stress, anxiety, and exhaustion.
Top 10 Mental Health Symptoms Among
Health Care Workers During COVID-19
Stress

93%
Anxiety

86%
Frustration

77%
Burnout

76%
Overwhelmed

When frontline workers start to struggle,
it is not just their mental health that suffers.
The level of engagement and performance
plummets. Many employees leave when
they can.
Every time a frontline worker needs to be
replaced, money is spent on recruiting,
onboarding, training, and integrating a new
employee into the team. A large number of
vacancies put more pressure on existing staff,
creating a vicious circle that is hard to break.
To keep their frontline workers, companies
need to act. Internal communications is the
key focus for the change that is needed.

75%
Sadness

67%
Unappreciated

60%
56%
Fear

55%
50%

Worse, technological advances have been
focused on letting managers keep a neverending watch on workers’ productivity.
In other words, it’s been about the bottom
line – profitability – and not much more.

The Great Resignation we are
now witnessing is no more than
a natural consequence of this.
While Covid may have been a trigger,
the issues that caused it to go back
much further in time.

Anger

0%

This should be a warning signal for
many organizations, but it’s especially
worrying for those management
consultants and HR directors who
have, for so many years, talked about
embracing the ‘employee experience’.
Claims to understand the needs of their
workers appear to have fallen short—
embarrassingly so.

And while there are no easy
answers, two issues are key.
First, technology. Unlike office orkers,
frontline workers have little access to
technology developed specifically to inform,
engage and connect them. Most have, for
decades, relied on ‘old school’ communication
channels like bits of paper and notice boards.
That is changing, with a recent upsurge
in technology designed to support and
empower frontline workers.
But secondly, this technology needs to be
complemented by a culture shift; not to
monitor workers’ productivity or efficien y
(often without their knowledge). This will only
lead to disengagement and a lack of trust.
This technology will only work if supports
managers in listening to their workers.
As some recent Gallup research puts it,
“It takes more than a 20% pay raise to lure
most employees away from a manager who
engages them; and nothing to poach a
disengaged worker’.
Any conversations on productivity, or making
the working environment more efficient, need
to be embarked on as a two-way dialogue.

100%
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THE CURRENT STATE OF INTERNAL COMMS FOR FRONTLINE WORKERS

PRESENT

Think about the reality of a
frontline worker’s day-to-day
experience in a hybrid world.

As there’s already separation between
frontline and office orkers, it’s becoming
increasingly complex for busy frontline
workers to know which application they
need to use for which purpose.

So, how do we tackle this?

One moment, they may be
engaging with a customer or
patient; the next, they may be on
their way to another location. That
means frontline workers need:

Alaa Saayed, ICT Industry Director at Frost
& Sullivan—a research and consulting leader,
said there was a huge gap in the market
that no video conferencing vendor had paid
attention to yet.

“Zoom must extend its experience
to non-knowledge workers.
We are talking about a potential
market of 2.1 billion workers that
also needs to be connected.”

• flexibility in where, how, and when they
work.

Scott Fulton

• effortless ways to determine the
availability of colleagues.

CEO & FOUNDER OF DIGITAL REBELS

• devices that allow them to work with
their peers seamlessly.

One of the biggest problems
when it comes to technology?

These aren’t demands. These are basic
requirements. And many organizations
are finally sitting up and paying attention.
Over the last 18 months, scheduling apps
like Shifts, which make it possible to view
team members’ schedules and request to
swap shifts, have grown in popularity
amongst frontline workers.
Workplace from Meta (formerly Workplace
from Facebook) and Microsoft Teams have
also began to shift their focus towards
frontline workers. They aim to integrate their
services, and bring a complete experience to
the frontline workforce.

But frontline uptake of these new
technologies has been low. The main
reason for this seems to be that all these
ecosystems are closed. This means that
everyone within organizations must be
using the same app.

And Meta and Microsoft aren’t the only big
fish in the pond. Zoom is trying to expand its
video platform into a genuine work hub.

They make technology decisions based
on cheapness, convenience, and senior
executive reputation. Often, on assumptions
rather than evidence. And in my experience,
none of these decisions work out very well.
Frontline workers need speed,
they need simplicity, they need accuracy,
they need confidence and reliability.

Closed ecosystems =
workplace silos
Workplace silos =
disconnected teams
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Too many IT and company leaders
obsess about the shiny tech while
completely forgetting about the
humans that have to use it.

Now, translate this into the
digital environment.

• Information that is up-to-date
to help them do their job.
• Information that can be
accessed within seconds
to help them do their job.
• Information that they can rely on
to help them do their job.
(It’s no accident I’ve highlighted “to help
them do their job” three times.)
Frontline workers come for the content.
Not the design or the whizzy features.
They want a digital experience that
solves their problems, removes friction
from getting their job done, helps them
keep in touch and collaborate and
ultimately be a better employee.
Does your digital experience help
them or hinder them with this?
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PRESENT

With these three principles in
mind, the past focus on
supporting desktop workers
now shifts to reflecting on how
frontline workers operate, and
developing technology
accordingly.
In the past, frontline workers’ workflows
were centered around paper-based
processes.
Advancements in technology make it
possible for frontline workers to shift from
paper to digital, and from manual to
automated.
In this process, Internal comms cannot be
left behind. Purpose, flexibility, and
knowledge are only valuable when they are
shared throughout the business.
Specialist technology to achieve this has
emerged over recent years.

Empower frontline workers
with a sense of purpose

Provide frontline workers
with tools that enable flexibility

Equip frontline workers
with the right knowledge

It’s crucial to connect corporate HQ to
frontline workers — whether that's through
a weekly video get-together, a
personalized video from C-level, or by
inviting employees to contribute ideas.

Frontline workers aren’t sitting at one
station. Moving within the hybrid workplace,
they don’t have time to spend all day on one
application. Their tools need to support
flexibility.

Everything on the frontline tends to
happen faster than behind-thescenes. Frontline workers must be in a
position to quickly contact the right
people or the data they need.

Enabling all employees to work together on
shared goals is critical to a company’s
long-term success. The right tools will
bring desk and frontline workers together.

The best tools for internal
communication cover all aspects:
• Cross-platform
• Real-time
• Low bandwidth
• Mobile-friendly
• Easy integration

Decisions made by frontline workers
directly impact the business and
customers. The right tools will give
them swift access to the right
knowledge

17 | INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS FOR FRONTLINE WORKERS

Businesses are now able
to leverage features like:
• Employee-generated content
• Secure, frictionless access to apps
• Done-for-you-IT
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PRESENT

Today's
generation of
employee apps
are designed for
this purpose

Jenni Field
FOUNDER & DIRECTOR OF REDEFINING COMMUNICATIONS

We’re emerging from an incredibly difficult
time for frontline workers. Many have moved
jobs or experienced periods of furlough.
A crisis will always escalate an existing trend
and we’ve seen key communication issues
that were already bubbling away, rise to the
top of the agenda for organisations with
frontline workers.

For too long, frontline workers have
made do with a labyrinth of clunky
technology that’s rarely mobile-first, all
requiring multiple downloads,
usernames and passwords.

As we navigate our way out of the
pandemic, internal communicators
must focus on improving the employee
experience for this audience.

Unsurprisingly, this is a massive drain
on efficiency – and engagement.

To do this, our time and investment must
focus on the line manager; we need to
strengthen their communication skills to
ensure information is delivered effectively.

Frontline workers need instant,
password-free access to tools, content
and workflows, from one app on their
personal smartphone.

If they are both empowered and autonomous,
they’ll be better equipped to deal with change
and engage teams.
The Remotely interested research I carried
out pre-COVID into deskless workers
highlighted that providing line managers
with relevant information is the first step
to unlocking good communication.

Equipping frontline workers with
the right information at the right
time is a game-changer for every
company. This is the future of
internal communications for
frontline workers.
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I’ve also been talking about re-onboarding
people as we move out of the pandemic
and there’s merit in exploring this for
frontline workers.
Alongside this comes the need for equity,
diversity, inclusion and belonging; we’re
increasingly polarized, so this is a challenging
issue. How we treat people has a huge impact.
We must reach this audience in a way that
doesn’t invade the “third space” – places
frontline workers convene. We often put
intrusive screens or newsletters in the third
space, when it should be a place to unwind
and connect.
The frontline audience is traditionally time
poor, so we need to think differently about
the ways we engage them in corporate
content. You’re competing for space,
so you need personalised content to
make the experience relevant.

I’ve found culture can be incredibly
localised, so understanding this
is one of the biggest investments
communicators need to make.

Lack of relevance just adds noise.
As always, we need to make sure we provide
the information they need to do their job
well and easy ways to stay connected.

Creativity will cut through the noise. It may
be that we lean towards user-generated
content; sharing authentic stories, photos
or videos direct from frontline workers.

Both line managers and leaders play
a crucial role in creating a sense of
belonging. On-boarding frontline workers
can be a challenge and we’ll need to coach
managers and leaders about building trust.

In this way the comms team becomes the
curator and creator of content. Either way,
investing in fewer channels and managing
them effectively boosts engagement.
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FUTURE

The desired state of internal
comms for frontline workers
Finally, let’s focus on how we put in place
changes to achieve the desired state for
internal communications for frontline workers.

The bottom line is that frontline
employees need to feel connected
to their companies.
They need flexible solutions that
support the unique ways they work, and
the right knowledge to execute in realtime.
We’re in the best position we’ve ever
been in to adapt to the changes needed.
Investing in tech that supports the
specific needs of frontline staff will set
up your frontline workers to connect
and collaborate with their peers.
But improving the experience of
frontline workers isn't just about buying
new technology. It requires a complete
mindset shift of the whole organization:
a shift away from ‘top-down and
corporate’ towards ‘inclusive and
conversational’.

Steve Crescenzo
CEO OF CRESCENZO COMMUNICATION

All the technology in the
world can’t help you overcome
lousy, boring, overly long,
“corporate” communications.
Face it: Nobody is curling up on their couch
with their phone and thinking, “Phew! I finally
have 30 minutes to myself. Can’t wait to check
work emails and read company news!”
They are reading the news on a 15-minute
break, on the train ride home, while waiting
for a shift to start . . . or, if you are really good,
maybe in the bathroom. So it better be short.
Get to the point straight away. Ditch the
long corporate lead-ins. Lose the droning
executive quotes. Forget about jamming
peoples’ titles and names of departments
into the first paragraph. Write a fast first
sentence, so people can get a running start.
And if you do this consistently, you have a
better chance of getting read on a regular
basis, because employees will know you
respect their time.
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White space is your friend! When writing for
the screen, and especially a mobile device,
you want to use very short paragraphs.
One or two sentences. Three at the most.
Then hit that wonderful return key to get
some air in there.
Your readers will thank you for it.

Great writing is talking, edited.
Ditch your Corporate Words
and use your “Weekend Words.”
If you wouldn’t say it to your spouse or
children or friends, don’t write it in an article,
or say it on a video.
Employees today—especially in the Covid
era—want their “corporate” mobile content
to be real, transparent, and conversational.
If we can make that happen, we have a
fighting chance of success.
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THE DESIRED STATE OF INTERNAL COMMS FOR FRONTLINE WORKERS

FUTURE

Here’s how to start making
a complete mindset shift:

Employee-generated content

Security

Device and location agnostic

Allowing employees to create and publish
content is valuable as employees are likely
more influential to the brand than traditional
marketing.
There’s no overhead for external parties and
some employees see this as a hobby so are
happy to help out.

The current state of internal
communications may be less than
secure. The future state sees no excuses.

It’s impossible for frontline workers to stay
active in a single app all day. They simply
don’t have the access or time to take in realtime updates on the go.

Employee-generated content amplifies the
lesser-heard voices of frontline workers.
By helping frontline workers create content,
you set up efficient two-way
communication. Frontline employees can
see what occurs in other parts of their
organization and get feedback from peers
and other departments.

Spending on information security
was estimated at $150 billion in 2021.
This was spent on security for internal
communications apps engaging desk
and non-desk workers alike.
Security leaders must incorporate an
easy-to-adhere-to compliance policy
so security becomes part of workplace
culture — for those in-office and outside.
With more employees choosing to work
remotely, wrap ensuring frontline workers
have secure access into this same strategy
so extra tasks aren’t created for a set group.

In turn, it encourages employees to share
more content from their own silos so wider
groups have a thorough understanding.

23 | INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS FOR FRONTLINE WORKERS

Ever-changing working environments and
dynamic schedules call for a different need.
Frontline workers must be able to use any
device to stay updated and connected with
their colleagues and departments.
The mobile intranet is increasingly important
in today’s workforce. Mobile-based
employee communication tools are helping
businesses connect frontline workers.
File sharing, peer-to-peer messaging, a
comprehensive directory of employees, realtime (and asynchronous) conversations, and
read receipts are all now possible.

Employees that
feel they have
a voice are
4.6x more
likely to
perform their
best work.
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FUTURE

With more than 6.4 billion
smartphones and an average
screen time of nearly 3 hours
per day, it’s clear that mobile
devices play a significant
role in all communications.
A mobile-first strategy
empowers frontline workers
everywhere they go.
FACT

At least one third of frontline
employees believe that they
can operate on a higher level,
be better trained, and be better
connected to their company
if they’re allowed to use their
mobile devices in the workplace.

It comes with inclusivity, cohesion, and
collaboration. With the implementation
of the right mobile devices and the right
usage policies, internal communications
become easier at scale.

Sean Nolan
CEO OF BLINK

Two-way communication means more conversations. And more
conversations mean leaders feel more connected to their frontline, and
employees feel valued and listened to — so together they can amplify
their organization's impact.
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WHY NOW?

Why NOW is the time
to invest in internal comms
for frontline workers
We’ve been talking about improving the state
of internal comms for frontline workers for years.
So, why is now the time to act?
Aside from the millions of employees receiving
an inferior workplace experience, there are key
activities that have triggered and enabled change:

Learnings from the
coronavirus pandemic
When forced to change how we work,
it wasn’t just frontline workers who
were affected.
Every business without an established remote
working plan had to adjust its strategy in no
time. Many of the ones that didn’t succeed
aren’t around anymore. Some are still finding
their feet. But some did succeed.
The pandemic has made the role of the right
technology even bigger than before.
But from others’ failings and successes, we
can learn how to connect people who, for a
long period of time, have been frozen out.

Digital transformation
This has been a marketing buzzword for many
years!
Unfortunately, most teams have skipped the
planning phase and transformed their
businesses to some kind of digital, without
really grasping its potential or implications.
But technology specifically developed for
frontline workers creates the opportunity for a
fresh start: we are now in a position where we
can plan for genuine transformation across
the entire organization — frontline workers
and all.
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Kate Isichei
GLOBAL INTERNAL COMMS CONSULTANT

If an organisation’s culture doesn’t permit or encourage
connections with leaders or where they are cordoned off,
no amount of breakfast sessions, walk the floors or town
hall Q&As will fix this.
It’s less a case of visibility and more a case of authentic visibility.
If your managers are having regular conversations with their teams as
part of business-as-usual activities, then you’re halfway into the journey
of engaging frontline employees.

Keeping up with
the competition

Greater expectations
from leadership

The businesses whose frontline workers excel
at internal communication will end up
stronger after this cascade of events.

For most organizations, navigating the
pandemic meant re-thinking
leadership. Because there was no way
around it: the only way to lead people
through radical change is through a
culture of participation and dialogue
that starts at the top – with leadership
showing up.

Achieving this may seem daunting, but every
step will make a difference. Not every
company will adapt swiftly, but making a few
meaningful improvements will already have
an impact, with one change naturally leading
to another.
In the end, those organizations with a
connected, engaged and loyal workforce will
stand out and thrive.
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CONCLUSION

Internal communications
has come on in
leaps and bounds.
But the availability of this technology is not enough
to improve how we interact with frontline workers.
While we’re no longer reliant on a corkboard and sticky note
combination, there is still a considerable gap between the desk
worker and the frontline worker.
The future of internal communications for frontline workers heavily
depends on the implementation, adoption, and education of frontline
technology. This puts the onus on people and processes more so
than further innovation.

What happens if we don’t use the technology available?
If we don’t act now, by the time the next crisis hits us. it will be too
late. Or we may simply lose our frontline workers to those businesses
who've got it right.
When you give your employees more of a voice in the day-to-day,
when you listen to them and lift them up, you contribute to a societal
shift where they're better recognized for the amazing work they do.
That's something everyone should be able to get behind.
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Blink transforms
conversations, productivity
and retention at frontline
organizations through one
intuitive, flexible app.

joinblink.com

@joinblink

We do this by giving frontline workers mobile access to
everything they need, when they need it: people,
processes, communications and applications.
Today, we have hundreds of customers
across healthcare, logistics, transport, retail, and more.
Each one of them recognizes and values the
contributions their frontline makes. We are proud to
work with some of the world's biggest frontline
organizations, including the NHS, Elara Care and
Domino's.

