
You may have to furlough or make redundancies, change working patterns 
or close sites. Therefore, it’s important to remember the relationship you 
have with your staff and contractual obligations to their wellbeing. You will 
need to look at their safety and security, both physical and psychological, 
before looking at productivity.

Health, safety and security

There are many permutations which most employers will not be aware of, 
but when you’re expecting your staff to work from home you must ensure 
they’re safe and secure, and if not, try and find a practical solution.

On the CIPD website, there is information you can refer to which allows 
you to check the work environment of staff who have suddenly found 
themselves working at home, during a crisis. This gives you a chance to 
assess what the conditions are for them. There may be financial difficulties 
for some where even a small drop in income can be extremely stressful.  
There may be children, care responsibilities, or an individual may be in a 
small, noisy flat with a partner who is also working from home, and you’re 
asking them to be in close proximity for long periods. It’s important to 
recognize that for some people, going to the office is an escape from a lot of 
these domestic issues.

It’s essential to be kind to yourself and others as you cope in these difficult 
times, including not judging how you’re coping based on how others are, as 
well as not judging others based on how you are coping. Some organizations 
have employee assistance programmes, where employees can talk to 
counsellors on any number of issues, personal and financial. The key thing 
is that you check in on your staff constantly and look out for any changes in 
behaviour because they could be undergoing stress from a source you’re not 
aware of.

Social considerations

An office is a very social place where you build friendships and have shared 
lives. Suddenly that space is gone. Some organizations have encouraged 
their staff to continue this behaviour by allocating part of a Zoom meeting 
to catching up, maybe even having a game or quiz, to replicate the social 
nature of work. Little things like this during digital interactions can help 
make staff feel less isolated and more connected with the organization 
which helps with morale.

Productivity

Working from home can be useful when you need time to concentrate 
somewhere quiet, however, when you’re shut down for weeks and 
weeks you develop a different pattern which will ultimately affect work 
productivity.

At the start of the crisis there was a great need to connect with others. 
When this lessened, the lack of visibility meant increased anxieties 
around being furloughed or possible redundancy. Staff are already under 
pressure to be productive, what they need now is an assurance that 
they’re psychologically and physically supported and also trusted to do 
what is necessary, without feeling they need to compensate for the loss of 
productivity by working longer hours.

You also need to have confidence that your line managers are managing 
effectively. This is where your preparedness comes in. If you’ve spent time 
with your line managers, building their capability to manage remote staff, 
this is when you’ll reap the advantages. The line managers should be 
able to monitor not only productivity but also their staff’s welfare, home 
situation and any other support they might need - like providing them with 
a laptop, office chair, headset or an orthopaedic cushion.

For most organizations, the rapidity of business as usual shutting down,  and 
enforced working at home, meant there was little time for colleagues to touch base 
before offices were closed. In times of extreme uncertainty, clear communication is 
important. People must feel supported, with their basic needs and expectations met, 
and be provided with equipment and assurances about their job security. It should be 
recognised that home working during lockdown may not be a conducive environment 
for everyone and may impact mental health.

This crisis has meant adapting quickly to a new way of working, so there needs to be 
noticeably clear and consistent messaging with the decision parameters made clear 
to your staff.
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Remember:

•  You’re not “working from home”: – you are at home, trying to work 
under abnormal conditions, during a crisis

•  Your own physical, mental and emotional health is more important 
than anything else  

•  You need to be kind to yourself and not judge how you are coping 
by how you think others are coping

•  You should be kind to other people too and not judge how they 
seem to be coping by how you feel you are coping

•  You shouldn’t work longer hours to make up for what you perceive 
as lost productivity

•  Your performance and that of your organization cannot, for the 
moment, be measured in the same way they were in previous, 
pre-COVID times

Phased recovery

One of the concerns, certainly in terms of having a phased recovery, 
is your ability to retain the skills and talents in the business, and to 
continue to develop those skills and talents at a time when the goalposts 
are moving rapidly.

Early into recovery, you’ll need to determine who is required back on site. 
It’s important to make sure everyone understands who is going back initially 
and the reasons behind it. The risk here is that the phased return highlights 
existing inequities of power and influence rather than demonstrating a clear 
and transparent set of operational principles. 

There may also be the need for compromise, where staff are asked to do 
things that are perhaps not in their job description. You need to understand 
it’s their choice and it’s a negotiated one. If you’re dealing with this fairly and 
supporting them so they’re not in danger or made to feel insecure about 
their jobs, when adopting this new way of working, they’ll support you as 
best they can. Employers need to be fair and open about any worries or 
concerns which must always include the duty of care.

Another aspect about workload is you may find some people will become 
incredibly busy because their demands have multiplied, whereas for others’ 
workloads may tail off. Some organizations are rebalancing, so they support 
the staff who are still busy by allocating time from those who aren’t. Most 
colleagues will be happy to lend this support, but you must make sure there 
isn’t an underpinning question about job security on the back of that request.

“...it’s human capital that’s being 
attacked and needs to be protected. ... 
We mustn’t forget just how important 
people are in this recovery stage.”

At CIPD, staff successes are currently not being measured in the same way 
as before the crisis. It’s impossible and unfair to carry out performance 
appraisals in the traditional way at a time where the demands of the 
business are so unusual, where you are asking your workforce to take on 
so many discretionary demands, therefore we’ve suspended them while 
maintaining performance conversations for this year. Another thing we’ve 
done is around preserving capital - we’ve said there’s no change while we 
look at the business environment and signals of recovery. Saying that, a 
crisis like this doesn’t mean you have to stop recruiting people, especially 
now, when you’re thinking about a new business model or you may have 
additional parts to your business you didn’t envisage before. 

There will be noticeable changes in the workplace, including clear guidelines 
on social distancing as well as the possibility of facemasks and even gloves. 
Hand washing and alcohol-based gels will also be the new norm.

Over time, the guidelines will change, there are still a lot of unknowns and as 
we become more aware of the nature of COVID-19, government advice and 
organizational practice will evolve.

In addition to the COVID-19 advice on the CIPD website, there is a useful 
standard which is currently available to download: PD ISO/TS 22330: 2018 
Guidelines for people aspects of business continuity. This standard looks 
at the whole cycle: before a crisis how you prepare your staff; how you 
mobilise them during a crisis; how you stabilise during that period; moving 
your people towards recovery; and the demands of your workforce. From 
a standards perspective, this crisis isn’t unprecedented as these risks have 
already been built into many standards.

With most crises, like a terrorist attack, we imagine it to be infrastructure that 
fails, but this time it’s human capital that’s being attacked and needs to be 
protected. The fact we’re losing billions every day reflects the importance of 
human capital as a key contributor to our economy, not only as a producer 
but also as a consumer of other people’s human capital. A measure of how 
much our GDP has shrunk is a proxy indicator of the value people bring 
to the economy. We mustn’t forget just how important people are in this 
recovery stage.

A post-COVID-19 world

Some of the larger organizations see this crisis as an opportunity to 
reimagine their strategy, growth approach, and value proposition. Some 
are taking the long-view on their environment, social and governance (ESG) 
objectives using the UN Sustainable Development Goals as a guide. They 
see that now is a chance to do the painful adjustment of a decarbonized 
value chain in ten years’ time.  We may look to change our business model, 
workforce composition, different investment priorities, downsize or sell, 
notwithstanding the more immediate-term pressures from investors. 
The standards world can help here too by actively enabling, helping and 
assisting with the standards they produce.

The flip side of a crisis is opportunity. The challenge for many leaders 
is whether they are going to waste opportunities presented by the 
COVID-19 crisis.
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