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Auditel are a long-established procurement consultancy. We advise organisations, of all types and sizes,
across the public, private and not-for-profit sectors.
The COVID-19 pandemic has raised a multitude of issues with which all organisational leaders must now contend. For those in
leadership positions, we think it is useful to capture and summarise the main points. In this briefing note we discuss the key staffrelated issues that will arise during the return to the workplace. (NB: these notes are for information only and are not intended to
comprise legal or HR advice.)

The largest and potentially most challenging variable in the

It is natural that employees will have anxieties about a return to

migration back to the workplace will not be the preparedness

the workplace, such as:

of the work environment - but the preparedness of the staff.
Lockdown, furlough, financial worries and the spectre of life-

•

Will I get infected at work or during my commute?

threatening illness have increased stress levels in all but the

•

Will I put my family at risk?

most resilient. Each individual’s life creates a unique set of

•

Will the return to work trigger a second wave of infections?

circumstances and he/she will respond to stress in a variety of

•

Will I no longer enjoy my job?

ways - some of which might be inexplicable to a third party. In the

•

How secure is my job/income?

months ahead, employers will need to tread a fine line between

•

How secure is my employer?

accommodating the valid emotional needs of anxious employees
and addressing the needs of the organisation.

Timeline, policies and planning
Construct a proposed timeline for the migration back into the

Workers who have been furloughed or working from home

workplace, sequencing each step in a logical order and being

(‘WFH’) for a considerable period of time may have issues

aware of which steps are contingent on each other, incorporating

such as:

external influences such as the August reduction in furlough
subsidies, school reopening dates and PPE supplier lead times.

•

Bereavement

Liaise with facilities staff to ensure that any physical changes

•

Sick family member/friend

to the workplace will be accomplished in time and request PPE

•

Emotional disconnection with their workplace and/or

samples for evaluation.

colleagues

Ensure that you maintain up-to-date personal and emergency

•

Feelings of isolation

contact details for all employees.

•

De-motivation

•

Fear of leaving the ‘safe’ home environment

Define your organisation’s stance regarding employees who

•

Childcare

decline a reasonable request to return to the workplace and your

•

Impaired relationships

future policy on sick pay and document as required. Decide how

•

Domestic abuse

– if at all – your organisation will triage genuine sick leave from

•

Financial hardship

opportunistic absenteeism. Define your organisation’s policy in

•

Becoming accustomed to being paid for not working

the event of unavoidable redundancies.
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Define any changes to workplace protocols (such as social

unique and/or business critical. Determine which roles cannot

distancing requirements/sickness absence policy/self-

be adequately fulfilled by home workers and assess the likely

certification/sick pay/self-isolation/amended working hours).

infection risk associated with each job function.

Staff can obtain an isolation ‘sick note’ from NHS 111 online.
The two main risk factors are:
Update staff handbooks, employment contracts etc as

•

repeated proximity to other people;

appropriate along with section 1 statements to reflect changes to

•

exposure to non-human sources of infection (such as

the Employment Rights Act 1996 after April 6th 2020.

computer keyboards, kettles, tools, vehicles, or public
transport).

Update staff handbooks, employment contracts etc as
appropriate along with section 1 statements to reflect changes to

Compile a list of likely candidates to return to the workplace

the Employment Rights Act 1996 after April 6th 2020.

with particular regard to any clinical vulnerabilities or previously
voiced concerns. Without destabilising established friendships

Document all the safety measures your organisation has put in

try to allocate employees with duplicate skills to different work

place to protect staff. This should include information on how

teams so an infectious outbreak doesn’t erase an entire skill set

to identify coronavirus symptoms, what action to take/who to

from the workforce.

inform if symptoms are present in themselves, a colleague or cohabiting family member and how to limit the spread of infection.

Contact staff individually to discover if they accept the proposed

Disseminate safety information well in advance of any return

arrangements and address any specific concerns. If staggered

to work - ideally in a format which can be shared with family

start/finish times are to be implemented, check compatibility

members to help allay their concerns also. Include details of

with domestic and childcare arrangements. Discuss travel

changes to generic working practices (entry/exit points, social

arrangements - ideally avoiding public transport if possible.

distancing protocols etc).
Discourage car sharing except amongst colleagues from the
Decide if voluntary COVID-19 testing/temperature checks

same work team, and ensure sufficient car parking is available. If

are to be offered, and if so ensure any results are recorded in

staff are to be issued with additional PPE, obtain garment sizes

accordance with the ‘special category data’ provisions of the

etc prior to placing an order. Inform all staff of the new workplace

GDPR.

protocols (whether WFH or returning to site) in advance of any
return.

Consider training appropriate members of staff as Mental Health
First Aiders and if so notify other employees of this resource.

Administrative
Ensure all supervisory staff are trained to identify the symptoms

Roles and candidates

of coronavirus, what action to take/who to inform/how to limit its

Define which job functions will be required going forward. Have

spread and if a report is required under RIDDOR.

any roles changed or disappeared completely as a result of
new working practices? Define the new roles/responsibilities

Try to be flexible with annual leave arrangements as unexpected

and document accordingly, highlighting any skill sets which are

outbreaks of infection may cause last-minute disruptions to
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travel plans. Keep abreast of any foreign destinations which

feel comfortable about voicing any difficulties or concerns. A

staff might visit to identify high-risk destinations. Set a policy for

manager who knows the employee well will be best placed to

instances where an employee’s annual holiday was postponed

identify any behavioural changes.

or cancelled due to lockdown (note that in March 2020 the
Working Time Regulations were amended to allow employees to

Despite the obvious commercial pressures created by the

carry over 4 weeks of annual leave and to allow employers some

shutdown, try to overcome the temptation to prioritise systems

discretion in determining when employees take annual leave).

and processes above people. By necessity, staff welfare will
consume more resources than previously – it may be necessary

Transition period

to decentralise responsibility in order that each employee can be

Once the challenges of managing staff back into the workplace

more intensively managed:

has been addressed a second, major issue will become apparent.
It is unlikely that productivity and output will, at least initially,

•

Make time to ask each of your staff how they are doing.
Listen fully to their responses.

achieve pre-shutdown levels. Management should consider if
production/revenue targets are still realistic in the light of revised

•

Is their body language congruent with their words?

working practices. If not, targets/budgets should be revised

•

If they express how they are feeling, acknowledge in a way
that demonstrates you have heard and understood.

accordingly with supervisors and staff kept informed. Certain
individuals may need temporarily reduced workloads.

•

Upon returning to work, employees might exhibit one or more of

•

Emphasise to staff that it is natural and normal to have
concerns.
Emphasise the importance of mental and physical
wellbeing by embedding discussion of it into meetings and

the following behaviours:

communications.
•

Anxiety

•

Denial of clear evidence that times have really changed

emotional issues such as the Mental Health At Work website

•

Low productivity/performance issues

or the Samaritans listening service (accessible free on 116

•

Recurrence of previous mental health issues

123). Headspace has made available some free mental health

•

Novel mental health issues triggered by changed

•

Ensure staff know where they can access further help for

resources for workers.

circumstances

•

Be vigilant for signs of domestic abuse.

•

Increased incidence of sick leave

•

Try to encourage staff to get sufficient sleep.

•

Insomnia, leading to fatigue

•

Encourage staff to try exercise and/or mindfulness techniques
to reduce anxiety.

Ongoing staff management

•

It is particularly important that management practice
compassionate and empathetic leadership and each employee
has access to a line manager whom they like and trust. The goal

Ensure staff receive only clear, timely and accurate
information.

•

Remember that management, HR staff, Mental Health First
Aiders and those working from home need support too.

is to create a supportive working environment in which staff

For more information please contact:

