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We’ve had a lot on our plates this past
year. One thing is clear: there is no
looking back. We are paving the way
toward the future, which is the them
e for
this edition of the MRA Edge.
In HR, I feel we are prone to working
in
reactive mode much of the time, and
this
past year was no exception. Respond
ing to shut-downs, remote
work arrangements, employee safety,
and increased absences
from work has us preparing new polic
ies, different working
shifts, and sometimes even taking tem
peratures. We got good
at it, and we got by.
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We achieve our mission
through knowledge transfer—
the delivery of HR expertise
and a wide range of
membership benefits.
The MRA Edge is distributed
bi-monthly by MRA—
The Management Association
as a benefit of MRA
membership. Back issues are
available at www.mranet.org.
Share content as often as
you’d like for the benefit of
your management team or
employees with appropriate
MRA attribution. Reach out to
Lynell Meeth, Director, HR
and Content Strategy at
414.696.3446 or Lynell.
Meeth@mranet.org with
questions or comments.
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But now is the time to learn from wha
t we experienced, and
think differently about what it will take
to thrive as a growing
business in the future. That may mea
n innovative workforce
models, new leadership competencie
s, more efficient
technology, and a focus on culture and
engagement, the likes of
which we have never seen before.
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It’s an exciting time for HR. It may not
feel like it at the
moment—however, the notion of “wh
at’s possible” is here and
waiting for your response.
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Occupational Wellness
O

Maybe it’s helping those less fortunate or
working for an organization that gives back
to their community. Think about a role in a
nonprofit or an organization with a
rewarding culture.

CCUPATIONAL WELLNESS—it’s all about
experiencing enjoyment and fulfillment at
work while having a healthy balance between your
career and other facets of your life.

Why is occupational
wellness important?



Like it or not, being unhappy at work spills over
into being unhappy outside of work. Achieving
occupational wellness can make you an all-around
happier person.
Think about a toxic work environment. It can cause
anxiety and apprehension just to show up every
day. Feeling these emotions regularly has negative
effects on your mind, body, and spirit.

Like it or not, being
unhappy at work spills
over into being
unhappy outside of
work. Achieving
occupational wellness
can make you an allaround happier person.

Another important aspect of occupational wellness
is work-life balance. Taking time for what interests
you and what brings you joy will help you turn
work off, and to socialize and grow as a person. An
overworked person isn’t a healthy person.
Some people check all the boxes for occupational
wellness, and that’s fantastic! But what about
those who don’t? What can they do to achieve
occupational wellness? Here are some things
to consider.
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Find meaningful work. This represents
something different for everyone. What
inspires you? What drives you to be better?
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Set professional goals. They don’t have to be
super specific (unless you know exactly what
you want to do). When you write down career
goals, you’re more likely to visualize what you
want for the future, which fuels your
motivation and promotes the clarity to
achieve them.
Genuinely like who you work with. You
spend a lot of time with your co-workers, so
having a good relationship with them matters.
Well-liked colleagues provide the emotional
and psychological support to get through the
days that are challenging.



Learn and grow. Does your company offer
and support your personal development? Take
advantage of every opportunity to enroll in a
class or be coached. Look for professional
clubs that interest you. You will learn new
things and meet people in your field while
growing your network.



See change as a positive thing. Change can
be good. New responsibilities and upskilling or
reskilling can help you develop professionally
and open the door to workplace satisfaction
and engagement, upping the ante on your
occupational wellness.

Bottom Line:
Do what you love, and
you’ll love what you do.

While a lot of the reasoning behind occupational
wellness makes sense, it’s not always easy to
accomplish. Being in a job you don’t like only
because you feel stuck or because it pays the bills
is not uncommon. But it doesn’t need to hold you
back. Finding ways to reach occupational wellness
can be a true game-changer.
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Welcome to
MRA Edge’s newest
column, Focus on You!
Throughout 2021
these articles will dig
into different aspects
of our lives, ones that
affect us both in and
out of the office.
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PAV I N G O U R N E W WAY
M

OST HR PROS HAVE SPENT the better part of last year navigating the pandemic’s convoluted roadmap. And
after taking the long way around, a lot has been learned on what to do, what not to do and when to buckle up
and let it ride. CONTINUED4

cover
story

It’s time to think big about how
to transform your organization
to thrive post-pandemic. And it
doesn’t involve going back to
the way things were.

Jim Morgan
Vice President,
Business Development &
Workforce Strategies
James.Morgan@mranet.org
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What does the road ahead look like for businesses? How are the lessons
learned going to help HR shift priorities? We talked with Jim Morgan,
Vice President, Business Development & Workforce Strategies at MRA
who says it’s time to think big about how to transform your
organization to thrive post-pandemic. And it doesn’t involve going
back to the way things were.

“

Businesses don’t like
uncertainty—and the only
thing that is certain right
now is uncertainty.

”

during tough times. That has caused many companies to reevaluate
their current leadership capabilities and succession plans.



Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). 2020 proved to be a pivotal
year in terms of social movements for justice, and many companies
responded by placing a greater focus on their current DEI efforts
within their workplaces. This will need to continue in 2021 with a
renewed emphasis on transformative strategies that relate to
recruiting, onboarding, and engaging talent.



Work/life balance. Is there such a thing these days? It’s probably
better described as a blend rather than a balance. No one would
have guessed parents would be teaching their kids at home during
part of the day and then using their time after dinner to finish
working. People’s time to decompress vanished, adding stress to
everyday life. It’s no surprise that the mental health side of things
really ramped up in most organizations. As a result, more
supportive benefits and attention are being paid to employees’
emotional wellness.



New business. Sales have been tricky during 2020. If you had good
working relationships with customers, you were most likely able to
maintain those during the pandemic. However, trying to woo new
customers has proven to be difficult. Cultivating new relationships
without the luxury of sitting down and sharing a coffee or a meal
together has put an additional strain on relationship building.

– Jim Morgan

As we look to the future, consider how COVID-19 impacted your
business and what adjustments your organization needed to make to
not only survive, but to thrive moving forward.
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The workplace itself. In this case, perception is reality. Trying to
influence employees to come in to work if they don’t feel safe (even
though you’ve taken the necessary precautions) isn’t going to be
enough. How secure employees feel will influence their decision to
spend the workday surrounded by groups of people. Coupled with
the fact that millions of people have been working from home
successfully, employers have realized there are roles that can be
done outside of traditional hours and office settings.
Hire from anywhere. Now that you know what jobs can be done
remotely, your talent pool is busted wide open. It doesn’t matter
where someone lives. If the person can do the job well, welcome
aboard! Offering this kind of flexibility will help attract great talent,
because you may start to see remote work become a nonnegotiable part of future job seekers’ desires.

Businesses need to reimagine how to deliver their products and
services based on customer preferences and current reality. Take
curbside pickup. While invented from necessity, it has been a great
benefit for people. It is now offered by many retailers, restaurants,
and others, and is most likely here to stay. It has been a win-win,
and we can’t say that very much when talking about the pandemic.
We have been hearing a lot of:
“We will come back
from this.”

Talent. There’s not a lot of job hopping during a pandemic, but
once it’s over the unemployment rates will be back in the two or
three percent range. Workers who feel that their employer has not
done enough to engage, support, and care about them during this
time will be moving to companies that are a better cultural fit for
them post-COVID-19.

“We are hopeful for
growth in 2021.”

Forward-thinking companies are making changes now to hold on
to their top talent—offering things like growth opportunities (think
upskilling and reskilling), making compensation adjustments, and
working on their culture, which includes a focus on trust, wellbeing, transparency, and resiliency.

These are all
powerful
statements made by
businesses that
recognized the need to be
more efficient this past year
and became great at adapting to
changes. Those that weren’t able to do that found themselves at a
major disadvantage from a consumer and employee engagement
standpoint. Will we go back to where we were in 2021? No, however
growth will happen, and we will all get there by paving a new way and
staying cautiously optimistic.

Future leaders. How managers handled this (very) stressful time
speaks volumes. Some were able to communicate well-defined
objectives with remote teams. Others struggled with giving
feedback and holding people accountable. Those who handled the
pace of change with optimism, resiliency, and candor and adapted
their style as needed showed that they have what it takes to lead
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“Our workforce is
strong and ready
to go.”
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A Remote Data Trend to Watch
E
VERY YEAR THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY comes out
with a “Word of the Year” that tries to best describe the previous
year’s existence and role in our human history. I read a tweet the
other day that said the Oxford Word of the Year should be “Sorry, I was
muted. What I was saying was …”
It’s that kind of comedy-born-from-reality cleverness that I wish I
possessed but appreciate there are professionals in the world to make
those observations that make me laugh.
Video conferencing has become a standard tool of technology that is
used in an almost second nature way after the year we have had. The
demand to take our personal health and our community’s health into
consideration pushed us to isolate and seek connection from a
distance, while still allowing work, friendships, relationships, and
extended family connections to happen.

Long gone are the days of the “watercooler” conversation. There are no
more hallway or overheard conversations that provide anecdotal
evidence of staff satisfaction and engagement. Simply, leaders feel
more in the dark than they have been before, largely because we are
not near each other. Leaders that adapted have found ways to combat
this through regular touch-base meetings, observing on-camera
fatigue, allowing time to take breaks, and reaching out with frequent
feedback, support, and compassion.

Long gone are the days of the
“watercooler” conversation. There
are no more hallway or overheard
conversations that provide
anecdotal evidence of staff
satisfaction and engagement.

The results of a recent MRA Hot Topics survey showed that 90 percent
of respondents allow some sort of remote work and it is expected that
remote work will continue into the future. But remote work magnifies
all the benefits and detriments of video conferencing communication.
For leaders to read the “pulse” of their organization or department with
so many remote workers, their communication needs to be deliberate,
individualized, and, unfortunately, scheduled.

Video conferencing fatigue is also real. While I’ve learned a lot about
myself this year, I’ve noticed my own preferences have changed. I have
noticed that I am more likely to make a phone call to someone instead
of using video conferencing or email, which isn’t very “millennial” of me.
I have noticed that I rarely have inorganic conversations with people
these days—my communication is very much scheduled because of
our distance. I have also learned that I perform my best when I am
around people.
Many of us are discovering similar things about ourselves, and
organizations are also understanding a true test of their culture this
year. Recently, as the realities of the COVID-19-related changes have
settled in and become predictable, MRA started to receive more
inquiries into our employee engagement services. Remote work, new
policies, different guidelines, or restrictions implemented have been
discussed as influencing a company culture, and the decreased
opportunity to speak and listen to staff on a daily basis has affected
the ability of leaders to gauge the employee work experience. As a
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result, companies are beginning to feel desperate for information
about the satisfaction of their staff.

Even with the availability of vaccines and light at the end of the
tunnel of this pandemic, video conferencing will still be a primary
communication tool moving
forward. The “business-fromanywhere” ability it provides is
very appealing to companies
and employees alike. As we’ve
seen the style of communication
and feedback change with this
technology, we will need to see
how “company cultures-fromanywhere” will adapt and
change over the next few years.
It’s the type of data I will be
following closely to see how the
story evolves.
Zach Day
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Shaking Things Up
This woman-led manufacturer is a rarity in the field

“Are you sure you should have a girl working on that?”
Tamara Bradley, Quality & Process Engineering Manager at steel
manufacturer E.K. Machine Co. has overheard that one a few times.
It started the summer after high school when Bradley took a job at a
manufacturer in her hometown and enjoyed the work, knowing she’d
miss it when she went off to college. When college didn’t pan out,
Bradley jumped back into manufacturing and soon found herself at
E.K. Machine Co., where she landed a job as a press brake operator.
The rest is history as they say. Bradley has been with the company for
almost 20 years, working her way up the ranks at the fabrication shop.
“I loved my job the second time around and wanted to learn more, so I
studied, took certification classes, college tech courses, and had
on-the-job training,” said Bradley. “It was a very special day when I got
promoted, the first-ever Quality Engineer at the company.”
She went on to graduate from MRA’s Principles of Leadership Excellence
(PLX) training series, where she enjoyed her MRA instructors and added
her name to an esteemed list of alums.

5
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She earned more certifications, including Certified Quality Engineer.
When the need for a Quality Manager developed to oversee the entire
department, Bradley was the perfect fit. Today she oversees both the
quality team and the process engineering team.
Bradley thrives in her role as manager, a rare position for a woman in
this industry. As a matter of fact, female managers in manufacturing
account for only about eight percent of employees.
“I am an advocate for women in manufacturing and enjoy showing
women and men alike how a successful career can be built without a
college degree,” says Bradley.
One way she advocates for women is by hosting high school tours
through the facility. She makes sure the girls are included as much as
the boys. She personally finds them, talks with them, makes sure they
are comfortable, and answers any questions they have. E.K. Machine
also offers youth apprenticeships in production, engineering, and
quality that start in high school and last for one to two years.
“A lot of the kids that come through on a tour have never been inside a
manufacturing plant,” said Bradley. “How can a person know they want
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to try something if they have no idea about it?”
Bradley is a member of Women in Manufacturing’s Milwaukee Chapter,
MRA’s Quality Professionals roundtable, and the American Society for
Quality where she volunteers to assist with the exam development process.
When asked about the favorite parts of her job, Bradley doesn’t know
where to begin. “I love finding someone in production with a spark in
their eye for manufacturing and quality,” said Bradley. “I also really enjoy
watching team members succeed in their positions and guiding them
along within the company. We have people who started in a
department in an entry-level position and now manage that
department. I know what that feels like and I appreciate seeing it
happen with other people.”
Looking down the road, Bradley sees herself being at the director level,
maybe with another ASQ certification. “It doesn’t matter if you’re a man
or a woman, if you have a four-year degree, or even if you know what
you want to do,” said Bradley. “Having an open mind and the willingness
to try new things will get a person far in life.”
– Sue Piette, Writer

• In business since 1970, MRA member
E.K. Machine Co. employs almost 200
people. The company supplies quality
steel components and assemblies to the
agriculture, construction, food process,
oil/gas, and transportation industries and
designs and manufactures fuel tanks and
enclosures for backup generators.
• “Manufacturing is a really rewarding field
to get into. A lot of people think it’s
pushing buttons every day, but it’s not.
There are so many different avenues and
opportunities, this career path is not a
set-it-and-forget-it kind of thing—it is
what you make of it.”
• E.K. Machine prides itself on valuing
diversity and equal employment
opportunities for all.
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20 20
THE YEAR IN REVIEW

W

ELCOME TO THE ROARING 20s! This decade has not gotten off to the strongest start and
many are excited to put the first year in the past. One thing is sure, 2020 has been a very
transitional year—from electing a new POTUS, to movements for equality, to an international
pandemic. Here are a few of the most impactful events of 2020 and a view of what the future may bring.

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
In June, the Supreme Court ruled that the Civil Rights Act extends to LGBTQ workers, providing
protection from workplace discrimination. Prior to this ruling, it was legal in more than half of U.S. states
to terminate employment based on sexual preference or identity.
DE&I has become a strategic talking point this past year and it will continue into 2021. If you’d like to be
involved in what’s hot on this topic, join MRA’s timely webinar, Diversity and Inclusion Conversations
at Work: Step Out or Lean In?

LOOKING AHEAD

President Trump signed Executive Order 13950 on September 22, 2020, which addressed workplace
diversity training for government contractors. Expect to see a reversal of EO 13950 under the new
administration. In the meantime, there is a nationwide preliminary injunction that prohibits the
OFCCP and other government agencies from enforcing the EO.
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Immigration
President Trump attempted to put a temporary halt on immigration by
issuing Proclamation 10014 on April 22, 2020. The intent was to
preserve job opportunities for U.S. citizens after the start of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Partial summary judgment was issued on
December 1, which declared the economic argument for such a ban
was not strong enough to uphold the proclamation.

LOOKING AHEAD

Expect to see actions toward changes in temporary visa programs
and a repeal of several executive orders issued to halt visas.

Wages and Pay Equity
The Department of Labor (DOL) enacted new legislation around
exempt classification on January 1, 2020, meaning more Americans
became eligible for overtime pay. While the FLSA job duty requirements
for exempt status didn’t change, employees classified as exempt now
need to earn at least $648 per week.

include violations related to respirators (policy and fit tests), failure to
report injury/illness/fatality, not properly recording injuries or illness on
OSHA forms, and not complying with the General Duty Clause.

LOOKING AHEAD

It is expected that the Biden administration will work to implement
more uniform COVID-19 standards and reporting guidelines, and
bring in new OSHA leadership. It has also been proposed to double
the number of inspectors, which has dropped about 25 percent in
the last decade.

COVID-19
This topic has been front and center since the beginning of 2020 and
the FFCRA was enacted on April 1. The Act applied to employers of less
than 500 people and provided for paid leave in qualifying situations.
The current FFCRA provisions expired on December 31, 2020.

LOOKING AHEAD

It is expected that COVID-19 protections will be one of the first items
addressed by the Biden administration. Plans to implement a mask
mandate, protect high-risk Americans, and fairly distribute vaccines
are called out on the Biden transition website. MRA will continue to
provide resources and information as it becomes available. In the
meantime, MRA’s Hotline can help answer your questions.

LOOKING AHEAD

President-elect Biden campaigned to raise the current federal
hourly minimum wage from $7.25 to $15 by 2026. Many states and
municipalities have enacted minimum wage increases that exceed
the current federal minimum wage.
It is also anticipated that EEO-1 Component 2 salary reporting will
be reinstated. Information was collected for 2017 and 2018 with the
intent to gather information on pay equity, but the EEOC has not
sought approval to collect for calendar years after that. The Biden
administration supports revisiting Component 2 collection for
subsequent years.
In addition, expect to see more regulation of gig workers, or people
working by assignment (gig) rather permanent employment.

Affordable Care Act
The SCOTUS heard arguments for repealing the entire ACA in
November. It seems unlikely that the entire ACA will be repealed, but a
decision is expected by June 2021.



Paid leave laws. Many states have adopted their own policies,
but expect to see a push toward legislation to provide paid leave
in all states.



Apprenticeship program policies. Several proposals have been
made in the House intended to provide more structure and
opportunities with apprenticeship programs across the country.



Union support. The Biden platform supports the FAIR Act (Forced
Arbitration Injustice Repeal) and has suggested reintroducing it. There
is also strong support for PRO (Protecting the Right to Organize).

Illinois

LOOKING AHEAD

Expect to see proposals to renew portions of the ACA, such as
offering more public options, prohibiting preexisting condition
exclusions, and repealing the law that prohibits Medicare from
negotiating drug prices.

OSHA
OSHA has been very active since the start of the pandemic. Wolters
Kluwer recently reported that OSHA announced coronavirus-related
citations totaling $3,301,932 arising out of 232 inspections. These
JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2021

Although there aren’t currently policies in place for the following topics,
they are on the agenda to talk about once the new administration takes
office. Some things to watch for are:

The States of the States

PCORI (Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute) fees for
self-funded plans were extended through October 2029.

8

On the Radar for 2021

Illinois was the busiest of the Midwest states in terms of legislative
action expanding employee rights. The Illinois Human Rights Act was
changed and now applies to any company with one or more
employees. It protects contract workers from harassment and
discrimination and expands the definition of unlawful discrimination.
Effective January 1, 2020, the Workplace Transparency Act (WTA)
prohibits Illinois employers from requiring employees to sign a
nondisclosure or arbitration agreement related to harassment or
discrimination unless mutually agreed to. The WTA also requires Illinois
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employers to annually train their employees on the prevention of
sexual harassment in the workplace, first by December 31, 2020, and
then on an annual basis thereafter.

Senate Bill 2296 will be enacted on July 1, 2021, which establishes the
circumstances under which certain independent contractors are not
considered employees.

The Illinois Department of Human Rights (IDHR) released guidance for
Illinois employers who are required to report the total number of
adverse judgments or rulings of sexual harassment or unlawful
discrimination against the employer. If an employer has had no adverse
judgments or administrative rulings, it is not required to report this
information to the IDHR. The deadline will be July 1, 2021, for required
disclosures from the 2020 calendar year.

While the State of Iowa has no statewide ban-the-box restrictions on
criminal background checks, the City of Waterloo, IA, recently followed
the growing trend by enacting a new ordinance, effective July 1, 2020.
The ordinance prohibits Waterloo employers from including a criminal
record inquiry on any job application.

With the enacting of the Artificial Intelligence Video Interview Act,
Illinois became the first state to regulate the increasing use of
algorithms and other forms of artificial intelligence to analyze
nonverbal communication. This may become more popular as
companies continue to conduct business remotely.

Beginning November 2, 2020, Wisconsin employers are required to
provide employees with a notice of the availability of unemployment
insurance at the time of separation. Notification can be provided
through traditional methods (in person or by mail) or electronically
(email or text message) and should be provided regardless of the
reason for separation (cause or no cause). In addition, posters must be
displayed with information on applying for unemployment benefits.

Effective January 1, 2020, recreational marijuana was considered a “lawful
product” (like alcohol and tobacco) in Illinois and subject to
antidiscrimination protections. The new law amends the Illinois Right to
Privacy in the Workplace Act which prohibits an employer from refusing
to hire, terminate, or take any adverse action because an individual uses
lawful products away from the workplace on nonworking time. Employers
can continue to conduct drug testing for marijuana for preemployment,
post-accident, random, and reasonable suspicion testing.
Governor Pritzker signed legislation to gradually increase the minimum
wage to reach $15 by January 2025. The current state rate is $11 per hour.

Minnesota

Minneapolis implemented the Freelance Worker Protection
Ordinance as of January 1, 2021. It requires written contracts with
independent contractors.
The cities of St. Paul and Minneapolis increased their minimum wage
in 2020 and will do so again in 2021. In 2021, there will be an increase in
the state’s minimum wage for both small and large employers.
Duluth, MN, passed its own paid sick leave ordinance that closely
mirrored the St. Paul and Minneapolis ordinances. The Minnesota
Supreme Court ruled in 2020 that the accrual of paid leave covered by
these ordinances applies to employees who perform work within the
geographic boundaries of the city.

Iowa

The law covering the preference of veterans in public employment was
amended with the addition of new language regarding applicant
appeal rights.
State law was amended to disqualify a worker from receiving
unemployment compensation should the employee be terminated due
to ingesting marijuana in the workplace, working while under the
influence of marijuana, or testing positive for any other controlled
substance, for which the individual did not have a current prescription
or which the individual was otherwise using unlawfully.

9
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Wisconsin

Please note that this is not an all-inclusive list, but addresses the most
noteworthy happenings. Continue to follow MRA’s e-newsletter, Inside HR,
for more information on upcoming legal issues and COVID-19 updates.
Now is a great time to review employer posting obligations for federal
and state requirements to ensure you have the most up-to-date
information available for employees.
As a reminder, MRA has a partnership with GovDocs, a reputable and
cost-effective provider of state and federal consolidated employment
law posters, so members can receive a 10 percent discount off the
regular price of employment law posters and any other products.

Upcoming Events
Our popular employment law update is back. Hear from expert
attorneys on the most important and current federal and state
employment law issues affecting employers. Sessions will cover how
employers can limit liability related to remote working arrangements,
managing time away from work, and critical insights for 2021 under the
new presidential administration and Supreme Court.
NEW this year: Starting in 2021, HRCI will require all certified HR
professionals to fulfill one ethics credit during their three-year
recertification cycle. MRA’s session discussing HR’s role in workplace
ethics will satisfy this requirement!
Join us virtually for two half-days of employment law updates to help
you stay ahead of key changes that impact your business.

February 18, 2021 (8:30 a.m. – 12:15 p.m.)
February 19, 2021 (8:30 a.m. – 12:25 p.m.)
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Tips from the Trainer

Become the
Future Leader You
Want to Be

M

ANAGING PEOPLE IN 2020 seemed different for almost every leader. Looking
forward to the other side of the pandemic, what leadership skills will managers
need in 2021?

While none of these skills are new, they require a renewed commitment and focus:
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Flexibility. It’s the name of the game these days. Being flexible regarding employees’
schedules, work styles, and personal needs is no longer negotiable—it’s necessary.



Adaptability. Adjusting to the many new normals and embracing them means you can
also be resourceful and resilient. These are skills learned during the past year that will
serve any good leader facing a crisis.



Connecting. You’ve probably not spent much time in the same space with your
employees, so connecting with them is imperative to make them feel like an important
part of the team. Reminder: Don’t forget to talk about life outside of work!



Listening. Not only hear what your people are saying but respond to their words. An
employee tells you she’s overworked and burned out? Acknowledge it and find a solution.



Open mind. When an employee suggests a different way of doing things, consider it.
Maybe it’s not your first choice, but it gives employees ownership and energy when you
use their ideas.



Clear communication. Communicating has always been important, but now it is even
more so considering the different work locations, schedules, and pressures outside of the
office. When communication isn’t clear and frequent, people start to speculate and that
can cause unnecessary frustrations.
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Building Your
Leadership Brand
There’s no question that the COVID-19 pandemic
tested leadership abilities, especially the skills needed
to lead remote teams, deal with uncertainty, and remain
positive. That’s why a leadership brand is so important. It
defines who you are as a leader and who you want to be. Do you
know what your brand is? What are your strengths? What do you
need to work on? What would your team say are your greatest
qualities as a leader?
Having a clear leadership brand means knowing your capabilities and
interests. It also means that your co-workers and your team know
what to expect from you. If you want to deepen your impact as a
leader, you need to assess your interactions and experiences
over the past year and recognize if there are skills that can be
developed or behaviors that need to be abandoned.
As a leader, you should accentuate and become known for your
strengths. Knowing your talents and special skills will make you
stand out and help build your brand.

To learn more about becoming
the leader you want to be, head
over to MRA’s website, where
you can check out our varied
offerings of leadership training
programs, including Leading
Remote Teams Effectively.
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Andy Marris, CPTD
Learning & Development Manager
Andy.Marris@mranet.org
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Two
Since COVID-19 has
forced organizations to
reevaluate how they do business,
the use of automation—where a process
or procedure is performed with minimal
human interaction—may now be more
attractive to some industries.

SHOULD
ORGANIZATIONS
AUTOMATE … OR NOT?

Sides

With that in mind, we explore the types of
roles where automation could be beneficial
and those jobs where human interaction is
the only way to go. Two MRA experts each
take a side in the automation discussion.
Zach Day, Director, Surveys,
Custom Research & Analytics

Cheryl Lucas-DeBerry, Learning
and Development Manager

AUTOMATE AWAY!

LET’S HEAR IT FOR
HUMANS!

Automation allows for humans to focus on other
things. The best use of automation is when technology and
computers take over manual tasks that produce the same
results, allowing staff to take that time and think critically
or focus on things requiring a human brain to do so.
Let’s consider payroll. Remember back in the day when
you had to take your timecard and physically get it
stamped with the time when you got to work and when
you left? Then someone had to collect all the cards and
dive into adding up the hours you worked to figure out
what your pay would be. Today there are automated
systems in place to do that, freeing up the time spent on
that work to be used in different ways, possibly in more
strategic roles involving the human interaction aspects of
the company.
Automation can be a big help for organizations that have
a lot of redundancy and would benefit from more
strategic work that impacts the business.

Automation is a complicated topic. It has the potential to
add value and success to organizations but at the cost of
replacing people. Take autonomous vehicles. The
shipping industry has the potential of losing thousands
of jobs once a viable product is created.
When it comes to experiences like training and learning,
face-to-face is more beneficial for many reasons. You get
diversity of thought, which is powerful in the moment.
People sharing their opinions and ideas, considering
others’ perspectives, and hearing compelling stories
lends to the learning atmosphere.
Something that doesn’t exist with automation is
nonverbal communication. When you’re interacting with
others, you can observe nonverbal behavior and clarify or
confirm what the other person is thinking, determine if
the person is relaxed or confused, and react accordingly.
Also, people have different learning styles. Many learn
better when they can see and touch things, versus
learning over a screen or a recorded lesson. And for
introverted learners, human interaction draws them out
and gets them involved.
Cheryl and Zach both agree that the brain power of humans
is still the gold standard in the workplace. Humans
interacting with each other produce the best results, but
automation can create efficiencies and serve a purpose
when it frees up people to operate in strategic positions
within the organization.
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Working Courageously

Lisa Grenfell
Assistant Director,
Marketing & Membership
Wellness Council
of Wisconsin

C

OURAGE. EVERYONE WE KNOW has had an abundance of it since COVID-19 began. The
Wellness Council of Wisconsin (WCWI) paid homage to this important characteristic at its 30th
Annual Employee Wellbeing Conference late last year. The theme was Courage: Cultivating
Possibility—it was based on the science of courage specific to employee wellbeing and it was very
well received.
WCWI’s annual conference is the largest in the Midwest for employee wellbeing. In years past it
averaged 600 attendees where wellness strategists, HR pros, and executive leaders came together as
a group of workplace wellness professionals.
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“Wisconsin has something special going on
when it comes to employee wellbeing. There
is such a strong community of experts and
wellness professionals who attend WCWI’s
annual conference year after year,” said Lisa
Grenfell, Assistant Director, Marketing &
Membership at WCWI. “The Wellness Council
of Wisconsin has developed an outstanding
member experience and this conference is
the cherry on top, helping WCWI members to
reconnect, to celebrate, and to see what’s
next in their profession and industry.”

wellness strategists create a safe
workplace both physically and mentally.
Here is where diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) come into play and where
wellness strategists discover what it
means to have plans that combine
employee wellbeing with social
responsibility, the foundation for a
culture of belonging.



The virtual conference in 2020 had 350
attendees and remained the largest
wellbeing conference in the Midwest. This
year’s conference allowed WCWI members to
bond with other wellness strategists and take
part in rich discussions with colleagues from
across the state.
“At first we were unsure of a virtual
conference experience, but in the end, there
was an extra layer of connectivity this year
that you normally don’t expect in a virtual
event,” said Grenfell. “We put in intentional
layers to create connectivity and foster
conversation and it turns out it was just what
our attendees needed during a trying time.”

The Components
of Courage
The year 2020 stirred into action employers
and wellness strategists to refocus on how
their people were being supported. One way
WCWI conference-goers accomplished this
was by concentrating on the four
components of courage to find their personal
strengths. They examined:





Physical courage. In a word: resiliency.
Physical courage is stepping past your
comfort zone to shift the narrative of
wellbeing in somewhat risky yet
rewarding ways. It may look like leading
with a lens of resilience or expanding the
scope of wellbeing even if that means
uprooting and laying a new foundation. It
may look like stepping into courageous
conversation with a posture of curiosity,
compassion, hope, and resilience.
Physical courage also focuses on
changing leadership skills, with an
emphasis on how to lead during
challenging times.
Social courage prompts connections
with people while leading with empathy
and compassion. Social courage helps
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Moral courage sets up people to defend
their shared values and align these values
with their personal values to create a
thriving workplace where everyone feels
a sense of belonging. These values bring
people back to the purpose of their work
and help them refine their wellbeing to
hold deeper strategic worth within the
organization. For wellness strategists
looking at their role, they should ask: Are
the basic needs being met for our people?
Here is a good place to be curious, and to
find a solution. Moral courage is
significantly linked to employers’ core
values, it’s a foundational strategy where
leaders intentionally create their culture
and serve their people.
Creative courage encourages you to
remain inquisitive and resourceful, even
get scrappy if you need to. Creative
courage realizes there may be risk, but
there is reward in the risk when you look
at the outcome of an employee who finds
meaning and fulfillment in his or her work.
Do what you can to serve your people and
be imaginative in reaching your goals.
Discover your courage strength with
WCWI Courage Assessment.

The Awakening
“We asked our attendees: ‘What did you see
that you can’t unsee, and what did you hear at
that you can’t unhear?’ said Grenfell. “And two
overarching trends emerged, both revolving
around a new way of doing things.”
One trend is geared toward the employee
wellbeing industry, which has grown vastly
very quickly. With so much change, the ability
to narrow the scope to figure out where
wellness strategists need to focus as they
create plans can be overwhelming. Wellness
practitioners are being challenged to add skills
to their roles to be successful—for example,
looking at themselves with more strategic
responsibilities as wellness strategists.
This ties into the second outcome of the
conference which revolved around employers
If You Print, Please Recycle

As a professional development
and consultation organization
for wellness strategists, culture
designers, and people leaders,
WCWI will help your
organization shift employee
wellbeing to a foundational
strategy that is valued and
understood by all. Over 650
wellness professionals are using
WCWI’s membership and
certified trainings to be
empowered and equipped to
create strategic change; while
organizationally they’re
experiencing the power of a
designed-culture where
employees will feel a sense of
community, purpose, and
impact. For more information,
visit the WCWI website.

needing to reevaluate how they support their
organizations’ employee wellbeing strategies.
Shifting from a program that includes
wellness activities, initiatives with incentives,
benefits, and insurance, to a foundational
strategy that is valued and understood by all.
If companies are still launching the same
initiatives over the past few years, it may be
time to take a new look at this. Especially in
response to what employers and people
experienced in 2020.
“The most courageous thing wellbeing
strategists and people leaders can do right
now is to pause and reevaluate how we
support our people—to connect with them
and be curious,” said Grenfell. “Pausing can
be hard because we serve through action,
but it’s time to awaken and reorganize
priorities for our evolving workforce.”
– Sue Piette, Writer
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Meet

DAVE
GROMACKI
ILLINOIS DIVISION GENERAL MANAGER

“

My work at MRA allows me to wear several hats, and that kind of variety
motivates me. It’s great because I have the opportunity to contribute in different
ways to the organization while growing professionally.

E

ARLY OCTOBER 2020 WAS A STRANGE TIME to be starting a
new job. The virtual interview and onboarding processes, no
handshaking, and meeting colleagues on a video conference
platform were all things Dave Gromacki had never experienced before.
But our new normal worked out well for Dave. He is the General
Manager for MRA’s Illinois office in Palatine. His primary role is to lead
sales efforts and grow the market by acquiring new members. He also
oversees a member relations team.
Dave joins MRA with 15 years of HR expertise and consulting
experience. Most recently he worked for a global provider of talent
management, outplacement, and career transition services.
“When I had left my last position, I put together a top-ten list for my
next professional opportunity. I wanted to be thoughtful about the fit,”
said Gromacki. “I’m excited because this role offers me a significant part
of my list.”
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”

For fun outside of work, you can find Dave jamming out with one of the
several bands he’s a member of. He plays keyboard and bass—he’s even
been known to sing a few songs now and again.
His other side project is playing and fundraising for Guitars for Vets.
Through Guitars for Vets, veterans can join a community where they
learn to play guitar and find solace in the songs they love, while facing
the challenges of PTSD.
When not creating music, Dave spends time with his two adult
daughters. One is a college student studying at home and the other has
started her career in hospitality.
Dave earned his bachelor of science degree from Western Michigan
University in communications with an emphasis in public relations and
a minor in journalism.
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A

DAY IN THE LIFE OF A
MANAGER involves juggling
many responsibilities, and three
important ones are keeping up with
performance management, talent
development, and succession planning
of employees.

Spotlight on Training

Because of COVID-19, are these tasks even
more vital as we pave the way past the
pandemic? Two MRA experts say yes!
Contributing are Lisa Pook, Organization
Development Manager, and Jenny
Mangone, Talent Management Director.

Lisa Pook
Organization
Development Manager
Lisa.Pook@mranet.org

Performance management. Performance
conversations need to expand the focus from setting
goals for the next year (still important) to also flexing
the discussions to include employee development
needs and helping employees in the moment do the
most productive and important tasks.

MRA offers a variety of
training to cultivate your
organization’s leaders, like
Leading Remote Teams, a
webinar on February 4,
2021—check out our website
for details. And be sure to
take a look at our new
training catalog, where you
have all our training options
at your fingertips.

“Performance management is always important, but
right now it’s critical to make sure you are staying
connected with your employees on a more frequent
basis,” said Mangone. “Many companies have had to go
about their business differently since COVID-19, so
setting expectations, reclarifying, providing coaching,
regular one-on-ones, and giving feedback are all
must-dos for leaders.”
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Jenny Mangone
Talent Management Director
Jenny.Mangone@mranet.org

Talent development. Before COVID-19 we heard a lot
about the war for talent, and we haven’t talked much
about that in the last six months, but it’s still happening.
The pandemic has brought out the need for certain
skills and capabilities in people. Managers need to pivot
and find these new skills within their teams or suffer
business implications.
“On top of that, people want opportunities to develop
and learn,” says Pook. “Employers who understand this
are investing in their people with the skills to adapt to a
new way of doing things.”
When we come out of this, employees are going to ask
themselves “did my employer stick with me?” If not, they
will most likely find a new job and the war for talent will
march on.
Succession planning. Performance management and
talent development both stream into succession
planning. Hopefully, employers have taken the
unexpected opportunity COVID-19 gave them to get to
know their employees better. By doing so, they can see
who stepped up to learn new skills and take on new
roles. Now is the time to make sure you have the next
generation of leaders and talent to support key
positions you need now and in the future.
We’ve all been working hard to get our employees
and businesses through the last year, and to where we
are today. It proves we are flexible. We are adaptable.
We are resilient. And if COVID-19 has taught us
anything, it’s that these are the qualities that make for
successful leaders.
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New Members
MRA extends a warm welcome to our newest members
Alula
Karen Ojeda
Director of HR
St. Paul, MN

Harrigan Development Services
Andy Harrigan
Owner
Grafton, WI

Supply Chain Solutions
Heather Thoele
President
Coon Rapids, MN

American Nuclear Society Inc.
Staci Levy
Director of Finance
LaGrange Park, IL

Humane Animal Welfare Society
Lynn Olenik
Executive Director
Waukesha, WI

The Disruptive Element
Laura Woodward
CEO
Minneapolis, MN

Automated Pet Care Products Inc.
Tyler Soto
HR Generalist
Juneau, WI

JB Systems
Meghan Bauer
Creative Director
Eau Claire, WI

The Lincoln Academy
Kristi Cole Ph.D.
CEO
Beloit, WI

Baileigh Industrial
Laura Kubsch
HR Manager
Manitowoc, WI

Kevin Murphy USA HQ
Rachel Gillette
Global Director, People & Culture
Irvine, CA

Tools Inc.
Lucy Hauser
HR Manager
Sussex, WI

Big Bolt Corp.
Daniel McCarthy
CFO
Bloomingdale, IL

Ludman Industries
James Lenahan
President
Milwaukee, WI

Walnut Way Conservation Corp.
Kimberly Eubanks
HR Consultant
Milwaukee, WI

Central Bank Illinois
Denise Ward
HR Officer
Geneseo, IL

Manufacturing Partners, Inc.
Jeff Magandy
Director of Manufacturing
Becker, MN

Chris Greene Inc.
Catherine Chvosta
HR Manager
Germantown, WI

MEC
Chris Carbine
HR Director
Mayville, WI

Water Well Solutions Service
Group Inc.
Virginia Topolski
Human Resources/PR
Oconomowoc, WI

Christ the King Lutheran Church
Laura Lansink
Church Administrator
Hutchinson, MN

Neroli Salon & Spa
Katrina Tiegland
HR Manager
Milwaukee, WI

Condux International, Inc.
Garrett Melchior
Controller
Mankato, MN

Novir LLC
Heather Klug
EVP
Milwaukee, WI

Conservation Corps (Minnesota
& Iowa)
Abdoulaye Ba
HR Generalist
St. Paul, MN

Old Fashioned Foods, Inc.
Adam Vieau
Director of HR
Mayville, WI

Elk River Municipal Utilities
Megan Zachman
HR Generalist
Elk River, MN
Family Innovations
Robyn Romberg
Director of HR
Stillwater, MN
Gamber-Johnson
Phillip Blair
HR Manager
Stevens Point, WI
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WB Manufacturing LLC
Megan Robinson
Director of HR
Thorp, WI
White Distribution & Supply, Inc.
Julie Hipkins
HR Manager
Fairbury, IL
World Savvy
Kelley Kell
HR Coordinator
Minneapolis, MN

Pioneer Power Solutions, Inc.
Nikki Moews
Director, HR
Fort Lee, NJ
Porchlight Inc.
Jennifer Ginter-Lyght
Human Resources
Madison, WI
Security Microimaging
Corporation dba Kiriworks, Inc.
Karen Doering
Director of HR
Milwaukee, WI
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WHAT’S

NEW AT MRA

MRA’s Partnership With You

Y

OUR MEMBERSHIP WITH MRA is more than just a
membership—it’s a partnership. As your employer association,
we’re here to represent you and support you.

With all the changes employers have experienced over the past year,
we are committed now more than ever to be your go-to resource for
information to stay compliant, share best practices, and to help your
business thrive. We work hard to help save you time and money!
As with any partnership, we also need your help occasionally during
the year.





If you are our “primary contact,” this means that you will receive
important information from us about the HR industry, employment
law changes, and ways that we can help make your job a little
easier. When you receive these communications, we ask that you
read them to help you stay compliant.



If you’re designated as a “survey contact,” this allows you to
participate in our surveys throughout the year. When you
participate in a survey, you help increase the value of the survey,
and you’re able to get the compiled survey data results for free.

MRA is here to help in many ways! Whether it’s our Hotline, HR Business
Partners, our online resources, training programs, recruiting,
roundtables, and more, we’re here for you 24/7/365.
2021 will mark our 120th anniversary of serving members. We will
continue providing critical resources to help your business thrive and
your employees succeed. Of course, we always want to hear from you if
you have ideas and suggestions on how we can serve you better. Please
email us at mra@mranet.org.
Thanks for being a partner. We value this relationship very highly!

You also have voting rights to select our board of directors each
spring. This is extremely important because our board oversees the
direction of MRA to ensure we’re acting on your behalf.

Business Trends for 2021

I

N THE RECENTLY RELEASED 2021 National Business Trends
Survey from the Employer Associations of America (EAA), 44
percent of executives expect the overall outlook for the 2021
economy to be improving. This annual survey shares information on
what executives nationally are doing to address the changing
business climate.
Here are a few interesting snippets from the survey related to
compensation:



Sixty-four percent of executives responding to the survey are
planning to award wage/salary increases in 2021 and have
awarded actual increases during 2020.



On the flip side, 22 percent of executives responding to the survey reported freezing or redlining all
wages/salaries in 2020 (with five percent planning to do the same in 2021).

The top challenges noted by business executives include attracting and retaining talent, along with the
ability to pay competitive wages, so the optimism on the economy improving is a good sign for
businesses to be able to tackle these challenges and come out stronger than ever.
The EAA is a nonprofit national association that provides this annual survey to business executives
offering insights and trends for business outlooks, business investment plans, staffing levels, hiring
plans, job creation, pay strategies, and business challenges.
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heard it on the

Q
A

HR HOTLINE

Is it true that there is legislation that prohibits employers from asking
applicants and candidates about their salary history? Our employment
application includes a question asking how much a person currently
makes. Do we need to remove this from our application?
Many states and municipalities have passed laws that prohibit employers from asking applicants about their salary
history during the recruitment process. Supporters of the laws believe when employers ask candidates about their
past earnings, this information will be used when establishing salary offers in the new role. If the candidate was
underpaid due to pay gaps that exist for women and minorities, the cycle of pay discrimination will continue.
Of the four states where the majority of MRA’s members are located (WI, MN, IA, and IL), Illinois passed salary history
ban legislation in 2019. Illinois employers should modify their job applications to remove all questions regarding
prior pay and benefits. In addition, recruiting and hiring managers should refrain from asking about salary history.
Employers who are not governed by salary ban legislation may adopt similar practices depending on their company
culture, philosophy around total rewards, pay equity, and pay transparency. Similarly, multi-state employers or
employers with remote workers may also opt to adopt such practices.
MRA’s HR Hotline Advisors are here to research and assist employers with questions. Call us at 866.474.6854 or email at
Infonow@mranet.org.

Supporting the Wellbeing of Employees
BizTimes Milwaukee featured a special report on health care and
wellness and Maureen Siwula, MRA’s Human Resource Business
Advisor, provided practical advice on how to help employees
struggling with mental health challenges. Maureen stressed the
importance of providing an open door for employees to discuss the
challenges that are interfering with their work without the fear of
reprisal or judgment.

“The more you educate
people on the front-end,
the better it is in the
long run.”
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“This is a critical time for
compassion and empathy,
understanding and
conversations, to meet
needs wherever you can.”

We Just Can’t Find Enough People
Valerie Grube, Director, Recruiting, Background
Investigations & Retention Services for MRA, shared
her insights and expertise for a BizTimes Shop Talk
feature on how manufacturers can attract and
retain workers. Employers need to be aware of what
is attractive about their work environment, and
make a plan for onboarding new hires effectively.
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