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1. Introduction, Context and Background 
 
In November 2020, Scrutiny Management Board (SMB) commissioned a Task and Finish 
Group to focus on the County Council’s Post-Covid Ways of Working. A key element of the 
commission was to build in effective future ways of working as a result of the pandemic. 

The reasons for the review: 

The implications of the Coronavirus pandemic have resulted in significant changes to the 
way the Council operates since March 2020 with a move to remote meetings and use of 
digital channels for collaborative work and engagement. 

The legislative framework enabling elements of these ways of working are currently 
temporary.  Members and Officers are considering the medium and longer-term implications 
of this, what arrangements will be in the future and how to ensure equality of access and 
opportunity. 

The desire for Scrutiny to explore these issues was first raised by Members at the meeting of 
Full Council on 8th September 2020. 

The initial scope set out by Scrutiny Management Board was as follows: 

 Obtain an understanding of the relevant legislative and policy framework 

 Consider the circumstances and scenarios in which remote meetings, collaboration 
and engagement between Members and between Members and Officers are 
beneficial and appropriate, and where other channels, e.g. face-to-face or hybrid, are 
more beneficial or necessary 

 Consider the health and wellbeing implications and benefits of new ways of working 

 Obtain an understanding of how changes to ways of working impact on Council 
customers and residents 

 Obtain an understanding of the factors that affect equality of access and opportunity 
to engage in the work of the Council as ways of working change, and consider how 
access and opportunity can be maximised for all 

 Collate and analyse relevant national good practice and learning 

 Develop recommendations for how remote meetings can be utilised in the future 

 Develop recommendations on the factors to be considered in developing and 
supporting future ways of working between Members and between Members and 
Officers 

Further scoping and Agreeing the Key Lines of Enquiry 

At the initial meeting of the Task and Finish Group on 12th January 2021 Members further 
refined the scope to focus on the following key lines of enquiry for witnesses: 

1. Health and Well-Being  

- What have been the main positive and negative impacts of the Covid pandemic 

on staff? 

- Have there been specific impacts on your role and the role of your staff/team and 

service? 

- Can you help Members understand the feedback from the CCC staff surveys? 
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- What has the Council done to support staff to date and what are the plans for the 

future? 

 

2. Building in the good things and planning ahead 

- What aspects of the new ways of working should be embedded into future 

workforce planning? 

- What has worked well and facilitated good new work practices? 

 

3. Implications of the Covid-19 pandemic on our customers and service users 

- Can you offer any insight into the negative and positive impacts on our 

customers? 

- What can we take from the new ways of working to reshape our relationship with 
customers and communities looking ahead? 
 

Task and Finish Group Membership 
 
The Members of the Task and Finish Group were: 
 

 Cllr Paul Turner (Chair) 

 Cllr Bill Wearing 

 Cllr Val Tarbitt  

 Cllr Carni McCarron-Holmes 

 Cllr Rebecca Hanson 

 Cllr Stephen Haraldsen 

 Cllr Stan Collins 

 Cllr Mike Hawkins 

 Cllr Keith Hitchen 

 Cllr Elizabeth Mallinson 
 
The following witnesses provided evidence to the Task and Finish Group: 
 

 Luci Robb – Senior Manager, People Management 

 Alice Madden - Operational Delivery Manager, People Management 

 Karl Melville - Area Highways and Transport Manager 

 Nikkie Phipps – Senior Manager, Reablement 

 Allan Harty – Acting Assistant Director, Economy and Environment  
 
Officer support was provided by:  
 

 Tim Gale, Senior Policy and Scrutiny Project Officer 

 Hayley Reay, Policy and Scrutiny Officer. 
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2. Summary of Recommendations and Overview of 
Findings 

Members of the Task and Finish Group have reflected on information and evidence they 
received and identified findings across three key themes: the impact on staff, the impact for 
future policy, and the impact for the future workplace. 

The Group’s main findings across these three themes are: 

Impact on staff: 

 Staff mental health has undoubtedly been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic and 
resulting change to working practices. 

 Staff (particularly those on lower salaries) are increasingly indicating that they are 
experiencing financial strain from home working with higher food, heating, broadband 
and energy costs. 

 There is a particular challenge for the organisation to embed a corporate ethos and 
culture whilst staff are away from the office and working at home. This was raised 
particularly with regard to new starters and apprentices. 

 One-to-one briefings with staff and good regular communication based around 
individual needs and circumstances has been most effective in supporting staff 
through the pandemic. 

 Good communication with unions noted with early involvement when redesigning 
working practice/policy and contracts/conditions, etc. 

 Easily available and correct use of appropriate PPE is critical to staff safety and trust. 

 

Re-thinking Policy 

 A wide policy review is required to ‘Covid proof’ emerging policy and strategy. 

 Staff contract, working procedures and conditions may need to be reviewed around 
home working and other new working arrangements and practices. 

 Members suggested that further scrutiny (deep dive type) sessions should be held 
looking at Post-Covid ways of working with the possibility of joint sessions with 
officers of the Post-Covid Ways of Working Group to share ideas. 

 

Re-thinking the Workplace 

 The future of the office will need to be reshaped and redesigned to be fit for purpose 
post-pandemic. 

 Additional ICT platforms, software, support and training will be needed to support 
new ways of working. These need to be identified early, will require investment and 
implementation will require a comprehensive package of support and training. 

 

The recommendations are summarised below.  The recommendations and their rationale 

are set out in full in section 4.  
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Recommendation 1 
 
Continue to review approaches to managing well-being, stress and mental health and 
seeking new and innovative solutions to support staff and Members during and after 
the pandemic. 
 
 

Recommendation 2 
 
Put in place a comprehensive, organisation-wide Post-Covid Ways of Working 
strategic plan centred around the following principles: 

 Ensuring staff health and well-being is central to future ways of working 

 Reviewing staff contracts and terms and conditions in light of the pandemic 
and its impacts 

 Putting in place further support and training for Members around new ways of 
working 

 Building an understanding of the impact on our customers of different ways of 
working 

 An in-depth review of the impact changes to Council working practices have on 
the equality of access for individuals and teams to engage with colleagues, 
obtain support and deliver priorities 

 Completing a review of existing policies to ensure they support new ways of 
working 

 
 

 
Recommendation 3 
 
Members should be connected into the Officer Future Ways of Working Group and 
fully engaged in the process of shaping, developing and supporting new ways of 
working 
 
 
 

Recommendation 4 

As part of the strategic plan for post-Covid ways of working, consider new 
approaches to help increase the corporate understanding of staff needs, views and 
ideas around Post-Covid Ways of Working.  
 

 
Recommendation 5 
 

Develop policy and a comprehensive programme of support, training and engagement 
for future meeting formats, including online and hybrid meetings as appropriate. 
 

(For ease of reference see Appendix 1 of this report for a summary of the findings, 
recommendations and outcomes). 
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3. Witness Statements and Feedback 
 
The Task Group held two witness sessions: 

  The 1st session on 22nd January focussed on the impacts on the Highways Service 
and the response to the pandemic that was put in place.  The second half of the 
session looked at the wider impacts on staff health and well-being and organisation 
wide impacts both positive and negative. 

  The 2nd session on 29th January focussed on the impacts on the Reablement 
Service and the property/buildings/ICT that will be needed in the future. 

 

WITNESS STATEMENTS AND QUESTIONS 

The section below summarises the evidence gathered from witnesses under the key lines of 
enquiry and supplementary questions and issues raised by Members during the evidence 
sessions. 

WITNESS 1 - Karl Melville: Area Highways and Transport Manager 

Lockdown 1 

It was noted that there was no warning before the first lockdown.  There were no corporate 
messages or structures in place at this point to manage the initial impacts.  Managers faced 
a challenge to react quickly to support staff and communicate how to respond and keep 
people safe.  Managers worked together to develop new working procedures.  A 70 page 
document has been produced that sets out new ways of working and new procedures for the 
service.  This is reviewed constantly so is an evolving document. 

The key was to move to Covid safe depots as quickly as possible.  Around 50% of staff were 
sent home.  A decision was also taken to isolate winter staff in a bubble and avoid contact 
with other staff wherever possible to protect the winter service.  

The Highways Management Team quickly set up daily meetings which are still in place. 
These meeting brought together all the key Covid issues for the highways service for 
managers to respond to.  Divisional Management Teams and the Corporate Management 
Team received regular updates and progress reports.  

A regime was put in place to sanitise vehicles, tools and plant after each shift change.  In the 
first few weeks of the pandemic sanitiser was in short very short supply that led managers to 
procure sanitiser online  

Managers sought to move to new working patterns with staggered start times for staff from 
6am – 9am and finish times between 2pm and 5pm for most employees.  Safe staffing levels 
on sites were established and this was closely monitored with security officers at site 
entrances. Working patterns were also changed further with the introduction of a week on 
week off rota. 

Line managers took Health and Safety Executive (HSE) advice to establish a clear 
assessment of workplace safety both in offices and depots but also for staff at home.  It 
quickly became apparent that not all staff had safe or appropriate working space/conditions 
at home for many different reasons.  Managers also became aware of a divide between the 
workforce on the ground and office based staff with a general view that pandemic enforced 
changes in working practice were having less impact on office staff. 
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Lockdown 2 

To further increase staff safety, 70 additional vehicles were hired that enabled individuals or 
teams to be assigned their own vehicle.  Feedback from staff suggested that they felt much 
safer as a result. 

Staff feedback suggested that most felt safe following the new measures put in place during 
the first lockdown. 

Lockdown 3 

During the latest lockdown (lockdown 3) it was important to continue to monitor new Safe 
Systems of Working and listening to staff concerns, reacting and letting them know you’re 
listening as managers. 

The impacts of the pandemic have become more apparent during this lockdown.  One of the 
biggest pressures comes from the fact that parents are having to home school their children.  
This was not such an acute pressure during lockdown 1 and 2. 

The programme of improving how the service works has lost some momentum.  The impact 
of losing the office culture and sharing of ideas etc has impacted the staff group as a 
collective. 

There has also been the challenge of the winter weather on the service during this lockdown 
which has been difficult to manage at times. 

Key points from responses to supplementary questions from Members: 

Q1. Were Unions supportive of new measures? 

At the start of the pandemic the unions gave managers space to develop and put in place 
new measures.  The establishment of a new Safe System of Work was drafted with union 
consultation, input and oversight. 

Q2. How were lone employees and employees with learning difficulties supported?   

Managers noticed very early on that the pandemic was not impacting employees equally and 
that a response based on individual need would be necessary.  Support was tailored on this 
basis according to the needs of each member of staff. Ascertaining the need was important 
and was done through regular 1-1s.  Individuals that were finding home working particularly 
difficult were offered the option of coming back into the office safely and with support. 

Q3. How did you accommodate people in working closely in shared vehicles? 

Staff that were required to work in multi-occupancy vehicles where it was not possible to 
maintain the 2m distance were all supplied with type 2 face masks and other necessary 
PPE.  Through the Safe System of Work measure these masks were made mandatory.  
Type 3 masks were already mandatory for those employees dealing with issues such as 
dust etc.   

Q4. How did you ensure that contractors complied with your new safe working 
procedures? 

Contractors were made aware of new systems of work and procedures relating to Covid.  
Where working on a joint site, contractors would comply with the CCC safe working 
procedures and this would be integrated into the site health and safety practice. 
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Q5. What has worked well that we would want to keep post Covid? 

The staggered start and finish times has been popular with staff and built flexibility into 
working patterns and the work life balance for some staff.  Productivity has increased as a 
result.  There is evidence that most people are working more effectively and efficiently at 
home without lost low productivity time in the office. 

Q6. How can we modernise the service post Covid? 

As above the staggered working day is seen as potentially the beginning of wider changes to 
modernise how the highways service works and is delivered.  The current working day built 
around a core time of 8am – 4pm is out of step with service need and could be reviewed to 
be more inline with other core services.  To move the service forward there is scope to 
consider looking at a 24/7 model where shifts cover a 24 hour day 7 days a week.  Initial 
reaction from staff is that this would be a good idea and offers some staff more flexibility to fit 
work around other commitments.  A 24hr service would also make it possible to reduce the 
fleet and make other savings as a result.  Fewer vehicles would be used more efficiently for 
more of the time. 

The service is trialling the use of tablets and other new ICT/comms to better connect staff 
that have up to now not had access to many of the online communications from the 
corporate centre.  These trials will also help increase communications during the Covid 
pandemic and help to ensure site-based staff are kept better connected and informed.  

 

WITNESS 2 – Alice Madden: Operational Delivery Manager – People Management 

Summary - Key points and questions raised: 

 Corporate policies around home working need to be reviewed in the light of the 
pandemic 

 Expenses need to be reviewed – home working cited in many cases as costing 
much more and is a particular concern for some staff on lower incomes. 

 Anxiety levels amongst staff have increased through lockdown 3 with a resulting 
increase in mental health related absences up 25% with the associated loss of 
worktime. 

 What will the future office look like if many staff continue to work at home? 

 Impacts on staff are very nuanced and dependent on a wide number of complex 
factors (example given of someone that lives very close to the office is not 
benefiting from savings on their commute in the same way as someone who 
travels to/from the office).  People living on their own are experiencing very 
different challenges to those with families/children. 

 Concern about physical and mental health impacts.  Lack of social interaction has 
resulted in some staff feeling lonely and disconnected.  Physical health has been 
affected by increased screen time with impacts on eye strain/health.  People who 
sit for long periods of time are also more likely to experience back pain or other 
muscular/skeletal discomfort/pain. 

 Longer-term need to link in with work of Local Committees and build the 
understanding of the pandemic impact at the local level on staff, services and 
communities. 
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 Longer-term look at opportunities to connect previous Task and Finish findings 
(such as the one on staff absence) with the findings of this work – establish 
common themes and shared outcomes. 

 

Staff Surveys 

The first staff survey during the Covid pandemic was carried out in July 2020 with a second 
following in November 2020.  The questionnaires focussed largely on the experience of 
working at home.  It was noted that most of the staff that responded were those in office 
based roles that were most likely to be able to deliver their jobs from home.  Frontline 
employees and those frequently out of the office or on site were less likely to respond. 

Generally there has been a good response rate from staff to the questionnaires with 
approximately one third of staff responding.  The headlines are: 

 Staff suggest that they are generally coping quite well though many say they feel 
remote and disconnected compared with working in an office environment. 

 About two thirds of staff that responded said that they felt they had adapted well to 
the new ways of working.  The remaining third had found it harder to adapt. 

 Some of the benefits that staff noted were a better work life balance, more flexibility 
in working hours and a reduction in wasted time/money from the commute. 

 Aspects that staff noted as being negative impacts from home working included: 

- feeling remote and disconnected 
- managers needing more time for pastoral support to staff to maintain good health 

and well-being 
- schools shutting has had an impact on parents with balancing work and home 

schooling 
- Fatigue from Microsoft Teams – many more meetings in diaries than would be 

the case if working in the office – felt this had ‘formalised’ conversations 
- Missing the incidental (water cooler) conversations and lack of social interaction. 
- Question of – how do staff receive support if we are not together? 
- Staff generally finding that they have more ups and downs during the week in 

terms of their mood and levels of well-being 
 
Support to Staff 

The Council is considering what future support measures for staff will be required as a result 
of the Covid pandemic.   

The existing support mechanisms remain in place for staff such as occupational health, peer 
support and manager support.  With a lack of social interaction there is some evidence that 
people are not always able to access the right kind of support when they need it.  With this in 
mind People Management are looking at ways to help people partake in other social 
meetings such as walking 1-1s 

Absence levels: Levels remain higher than the target but there is evidence that levels are 
lower in home based employees.  This may be due to a decrease in colds and bugs as a 
result of less interaction and more isolation.  Whilst absence is lower so too is productivity. 

As expected, absence is higher amongst frontline employees particularly in Cumbria Care. 

There has been an increased uptake in counselling services and occupational health 
services are generally very busy 
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The Council is working with an organisation called DELVE to look at new ways of supporting 
staff based around tailored interventions targeting individual needs. 

 

WITNESS 3 – Luci Robb, Senior Manager - People Management 

Summary - Key points and questions raised: 

 Planning ahead and Horizon Scanning – this time next year what will the organisation 
look like?  What changes will be needed to the estate and property/offices? 

 Future Ways of Working Group – Members keen to engage and feed into this group 

 Hybrid meetings between officers and Members cited as working well. 

 Need to continue to build an understanding of changing customer demands and 
needs as a result of the pandemic 

 Acknowledgement of the vastly diverse workforce and the stresses and strains are 
very personal to individuals – as a result a one size fits all approach to recovery and 
support will not work 

New ways of working – a national perspective:  The national picture suggests that about 
74% of employees will not return full time to the office.  Some local authorities are beginning 
to look at changing contracts to reflect the new ways of working though few have made firm 
commitments at this time.  There is more work to do to understand what will need to be 
reviewed post Covid. 

Some organisations that have already shifted to a more agile approach to working show that 
the workforce is generally happier with a better work life balance.  Counter to this is early 
research showing that many organisations will be likely to migrate back to the workplace with 
a culture of presenteeism remaining. This is leading many think tanks to research more 
deeply into the advantages of a flexible hybrid model of working where some contact time 
remains in the office but where employees can build significant home working into their 
weekly schedules. 

The focus for the Council now remains on determining how we can make the good things 
that have been put in place through the new ways of working stick and remain and become 
embedded the future. 

Early research work with Hull University: 

The Council is working with Hull University who are leading research into prolonged periods 
of remote working on staff and the root causes of absence, anxiety and stress during the 
Covid pandemic.  This is particularly relevant to the challenges facing frontline staff, theirs 
teams and management. 

Initial findings from this research has identified 5 key stresses on staff: 

 Changing work demands (such as more meeting online). 

 Changing peer relationships especially for recent employees that took up their post 
during the pandemic 

 Conflict between home and work life (described as the ‘prisoner in your home 
syndrome’).  
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 Pressure generated from a longer working day.  Lack of commute for some cited as a 
key example – staff previously enjoyed the commute as a time for reflection at each 
end of the day – this has been lost and replaced with extended contact hours. 

 Work behaviours changing – unnatural to sit for long periods at a desk.  Staff finding 
that they are not getting up to move to meeting rooms, make a drink or walk to a 
different area of the office to speak with colleagues – everything happens at the 
same desk/through the same screen. 

There is an increasing expectation that current offices and other property will need to be 
used differently post Covid.  With this in mind, plans are being drawn up to assess what staff 
will need in terms of flexible working space and provision for social interaction.  Some local 
authorities have suggested that they are considering releasing offices and switching to an 
‘admin base’ or ‘hub’ model.  This would see a small core number of staff remain in the office 
but with significantly reduced staff numbers and floor space compared with the pre-covid 
way of working.  No local authorities have actioned this and put it in place. 
 
Increasing the staff well-being offer – The approach to staff well-being is likely to need to 
change as a result of the Covid pandemic.  The type and range of offer of support is being 
reviewed.  Research from some organisations suggests that a more empathetic and 
understanding approach to individual staff needs will be required.  Engagement with staff on 
a 1-1 basis and ensuring that staff are able to interact socially and have conversations (even 
if not face to face) will be critical to helping staff remain well and connected.  CCC has begun 
to look at a socially cohesive approach to staff support an engagement using tools like 
conversation and mindfulness cafes where staff have the opportunity to meet with 
colleagues and seek peer to peer support – this does not have to be with a line manager. 
 
Staff will receive further corporate updates on the support offer as it evolves and training will 
be available for all employees through e-learning and webinars. 
 
Of particular importance is the need to support the 48 apprentices that have joined the 
Council during the pandemic.  With no social interaction and difficulties in meeting and 
getting to know colleagues managers will need to consider more pastoral support, coaching 
and mentoring etc -a s a result it will be necessary to in turn support managers and provide 
further upskilling and training where required. 
 
Feedback from staff on Lockdown 3 impacts – There is increasing evidence from staff 
suggesting that the impact of working from home is taking its toll.  The third staff survey is 
being launched (January 2021) to gain a more detailed understanding of how lockdown 3 is 
impacting the workforce. 
 
Balancing home schooling and work is frequently cited as a reason for stress and anxiety.  
The longevity of the pandemic also appears to be having a direct impact on staff well-being 
with staff finding it increasingly challenging to juggle competing priorities on their time. 
 
Staff will be encouraged to be the best they can be within the constraints of the current 
situation with an acknowledgement that finding the right balance is very difficult.  Managers 
will increasingly seek new ways to support staff and narrow down priorities and help 
employees identify what is important.  This should be done through making space and time 
for honest conversation and a shift in the expectation of continual delivery throughout office 
hours.   
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WITNESS 4 – Allan Harty – Acting Assistant Director – Economy and Environment 

Lockdown - Initial response – Property and Staff: 
 
The initial response to the Covid Pandemic was based around the key priority of ensuring 
staff were safe.  At first different approaches were needed in different buildings due to many 
factors such as the type of roles/teams in each building or the nature/layout of the buildings 
themselves.  There was early prioritisation given to core staff that were unable to work from 
home or that worked in services that needed to remain in the office. 
 
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) was also a priority to ensure staff were able to work 
safely within constantly emerging new health and safety guidelines. 
 
5000 staff were switched to the Virtual Private Network (VPN) – this was the first time so 
many staff had been required to work on this network at the same time.  ICT had been 
planning for such an event following learning from previous incidents such as the ‘Beast from 
The East’ and other severe weather events when large numbers of staff were forced to work 
from home.  This planning ensured business continuity and meant that the system did not 
fail and staff were able to largely work smoothly from home via VPN. 
 
Building management, ICT and People Management were able to react well to the pandemic 
due to the fact that many of the arrangements, processes and systems needed to facilitate 
the mass transition to home working had been planned for through the existing Better Places 
for Work Programme and other corporate scale transformation projects. 
 
The wider understanding of the impact of Covid on our customers is still developing and 
forms a key strategic piece of work for the Council as we continue with the recovery process.  
Some customers will benefit greatly from increasing the digital interface but others will 
always require face to face meetings and/or support. 
 
Staff Well-Being 
 
Staff responded well to the initial lockdown and change to working arrangements and 
routines.  However, staff surveys and feedback from managers has since established that a 
sustained period of home working and repeated lockdowns does have a negative effect on 
staff health and well-being.  In order to manage and respond to this, employees were 
broadly categorised according to their types of role and wider needs in terms of accessing a 
physical workplace.  Some staff needed to return to the office due to the nature of their role – 
often frontline staff such as social workers.  Other staff were identified as needing to return 
due to well-being issues or their home situations so this was facilitated wherever possible.  
An example of such a worker may be someone who has caring responsibilities and acute 
levels of pressure in their home such as caring for young children or elderly family members.  
With this level of pressure some staff needed what in effect is respite time to be able to 
function in their job and work uninterrupted from a quiet office location. 
 
As the pandemic continued into the spring months of 2020 the focus from a property and 
staff perspective remained on staff safety and maintaining Covid safe buildings.  It was clear 
that senior leaders were stepping up to challenge and getting this done with an outcomes 
focussed approach.  There were signs that the organisation was taking a well-balanced, 
mature and flexible approach to the ‘new normal’ supporting staff to adjust to new working 
arrangements.  Managers recognised some of the advantages for staff such as a more 
flexible working day where staff were better able to take advantage of daylight hours to walk 
and exercise to stay well. 
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Members noted that they are aware of and very much welcomed the pragmatic and sensible 
approach to allowing staff back into the office safely that needed time away from their home 
working environment where it was proving detrimental to their mental health. 
 
Maintaining Service Delivery and Programmes 
 
It was essential that critical programmes were able to maintain continuity and as far as 
possible stay on track to meet deadlines etc.  The Capital Programmes Team have coped 
admirably to ensure key programmes and projects have remained on track meeting all of our 
contractual obligations.  There have been innovative and flexible approaches taken with the 
waste contract with contractors and CCC keeping an opened minded and flexible attitude to 
working arrangements during the pandemic.  Great resilience has been shown to keep 
services running smoothly during a hugely challenging year. 
 
Trading Standards have seen a change in emphasis in work due to the pandemic but have 
been redeployed onto new areas of work as needed and again showed great resilience in an 
ever changing environment. 
 
The Planning function has maintained a high level of service and all statutory meetings have 
gone ahead virtually without service interruption.  Members have embraced the new 
technology and ways of working to allow services to continue. 
 
Key points from responses to supplementary questions from Members: 

Q1. How were health and safety requirements and responsibilities met for home 
workers? 
 
There is an e-learning module for managers and staff to support the effectively risk 
assessment of home work stations.  Managers have been supported to help their staff 
ensure they are working safely at home and to make sure this is followed up regularly in one 
to ones. 
 
Q2. What thought has been given to the long-term re-opening of Household Waste 
Recycling Centres (HWRCs).  If a slot booking system is maintained will the county 
require extra sites? 
 
Following the initial closure of HWRCs the demand for accessing the sites was very high 
after they first re-opened. Since then demand has levelled off.   
The Council has already started a piece of work looking at what has been learnt from 
managing HWRCs in a pandemic situation.  This has included looking at the positive and 
negative impacts of switching to a booking system.  For some sites this could continue to 
work well but it is likely that a mixed approach may be needed.  Conversations will continue 
with the contractor to look at the best models for the future. 
  
Q3. How have mental health issues associated with long periods of home working 
been managed and what counselling and mentoring arrangements have been put in 
place?  Who’s looking after the people who are looking after people? 
 
Support has been focussed around helping managers to understand indicators of stress.  
People Management has focussed on training staff in middle management grades and 
above (Grade 16 upwards) to better recognise signs of stress and anxiety in their staff and 
put in place the appropriate steps to support their staff.  Taking an approach that recognises 
differences at an individual level is key.   
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Some of this training has been delivered in-house and some elements have brought in 
experts from outside the organisation.  Team meetings are heavily focussed on staff health 
and well-being linking to the Cumbria Better Health Initiative.  One to one line management 
is also focussing on stress management and looking for signs that staff may be feeling low 
and isolated as a result of Covid.  These approaches are engrained into senior management 
creating a culture that places well-being at the top of staff welfare.  Staff are also gaining a 
greater understanding of what can be achieved within the organisation but also being aware 
of where professional practitioners are required to step in and support.  Senior staff 
recognise that the positive shadow of senior leadership is important in showing leadership 
and demonstrating best practice.  
 
People Management are leading the conversation around the potential long-term impacts of 
the Covid pandemic on staff health and well-being.  It is acknowledged that for some staff 
effects similar to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) may become an issue so this is 
being planned for now.  This might be true for the general impact of home working for 
prolonged periods but it is of particular concern for staff that have worked in frontline roles 
that have been close to some of the moss stressful scenes and impacts of the pandemic.  
There are likely to be PTSD like impacts for these staff that may be delayed but the onset 
could be sudden and unannounced. 
 
Culture is also important.  Creating a new working environment and culture where staff feel 
comfortable to take a break during the day is critical.  There is a feeling amongst senior 
leaders that giving staff ‘permission to stop’ is needed to ensure staff don’t work increasingly 
long hours at home, always feeling available and online without adequate breaks away from 
their screens. 
 
Can offices be re-configured to allow staff to have space for safe indoor exercise and 
relaxation? 
 
Yes.  The plan is that within the next 12 months offices will be re-thought to have less formal 
desk space but more well-being and collaborative space. 
 
Q4. Can we make sure that staff and members are consulted on the hybrid way of 
working approach and that middle managers are encouraged to give staff more 
choice on the way they work to hep tackle sickness levels? 
 
Yes, there will continue to be engagement with staff to build in their needs to new models of 
working.  Generally absence levels are reducing.  New working arrangements are, in some 
cases having a positive effect on productivity and for a great many staff the response to 
Covid has been robust with the day job getting done.  It is recognised that home working and 
online working might have the potential to boost productivity but the lack of face to face 
meetings and other opportunities for social contact is having impacts on well-being.  To 
avoid ‘harmful productivity’ senior managers are working closely with People Management to 
continue to build a better understanding of how new ways of working can be managed 
effectively to avoid negative impacts on mental health. 
 
Q5. How do we ensure that staff ‘absorb’ the culture of the organisation if they are not 
present in the office and around colleagues? 
 
This is recognised and is particularly relevant to new starters that have joined the 
organisation during the Covid pandemic.  These considerations are being built into thinking 
around new approaches to staff induction.  Managers are likely to have to dedicate more 
time intensively supporting staff in their first few weeks with the organisation to settle in and 
get to know the culture.  Managers will also be encouraged to help staff engage with each 
other.  It is likely that this kind of support may be needed for at least the first 4 to 6 weeks for 
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new starters.  It will also be important to look at how corporate knowledge is retained when 
people leave the organisation.  People Management will be looking at this in more detail to 
build in best practice from elsewhere. 
 
Q6. Has the corporate centre started to look at a Post-Covid Policy re-think? 
 
Many policies are already fit for purpose.  For example – the work around the Better Places 
for Work Programme created staff work styles - Fixed workers, Internally and Externally 
Mobile and home workers.  Home working was not adopted at the time as the culture was 
not in place to help this achievable.  That has changed now so the system and policy is there 
– Covid has accelerated the need for cultural change and shift to make this happen over 9 
months rather than the anticipated 4-5 years.  Covid will continue to change policy.   
 
Much of the developing policy framework around new ways of working is picked up through 
the Organisational Workforce Programme Board.  The Policy Team will be supporting the 
Corporate Management Team to understand whether or not the current policy framework is 
‘covid proof’ and where it might need to be refined, updated and reviewed. 
 
Cultural change can be driven through nudge tactics influencing behaviour with small but 
critical changes such as reducing desk numbers to encourage a mix of home/office working.  
Not all offices will need to change or be able to change.  Fire stations, care homes and 
family centres may need to continue with their current way of working but other property will 
evolve to provide staff with a work space that is relevant to a post-Covid way of working. 
 
Member follow up comment – can we ensure that staff feel the social side of the 
workplace remains – example noted of sharing a birthday cake or other special 
occasions that colleagues regard as important for individual well-being and team 
cohesiveness.  Some of this ‘softer’ side of the workplace has been lost and greatly 
missed. 
 
Member suggestion/comment – Welcomed the idea of ‘conversation cafes’ and the 
acknowledgement of the importance of social opportunities for remote and isolated 
staff members.  
There is a need to reduce the feeling of ‘team scatter’ and help teams feel more connected 
to each other.  Re-thinking hot-desking arrangements might be possible with more areas 
within office space for collaborative type working.  The desk booking system will help with 
this and give an element of control to this kind of system. 
 
Member Meetings 
  
Members fed back to witnesses on the need for further engagement with Members on future 
ways of working with more direct consultation on options for future working arrangements.  It 
was noted that some meeting lend themselves better to Teams/Zoom etc but other will 
require a hybrid approach and some may even benefit from returning to a round table 
physical meeting style.  All meetings are different and one size will not fit all. 
 
WITNESS 5 – Nikkie Phipps – Senior Manager Reablement 

Members requested that this session be question and answer focussed.  The following 
questions formed the basis of the session in terms of seeking evidence. 
 
Q1. With the impact of Covid and the lessons learnt from it what does the future look 
like for the reablement and day services model (budget and flexibility)? 
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The Reablement Service has largely continued as normal throughout the pandemic.  The 
service employs some staff who are clinically vulnerable under the Covid guidance and as a 
result our procedures were quickly reviewed and targeted at keeping staff safe.  New Covid 
safe work practices were rapidly established.  Assuring staff that they had access to the 
correct PPE was critical and this required collaboration with health colleagues across all 
streams of communications and engagement. 
 
In the early stages of the pandemic the service was reviewed in line with our usual 
contingency planning to map which service users were in receipt of essential support and 
required more resource and which aspects could be stepped down. This in effect meant that 
a Red, Amber, Green (RAG) rating system was used to identify where resource was needed 
most.  Where required alternative models of delivery were used working in partnership with 
volunteers and the third sector to ensure continuity of service. 
 
At the beginning of the pandemic service users were beginning to test positive for Covid in 
the but no testing regime had been established at that time.  Staff were understandably 
cautious about putting themselves at risk especially for those staff members that were 
vulnerable themselves and/or living with family members that were high risk and shielding at 
the time.  With this in mind the service responded quickly and effectively to this challenge by 
developing a simple and clear checklist for staff to assess risk and take the necessary 
action.  This was also backed up with a comprehensive step by step support programme on 
a one to one basis designed around each individual’s unique situation and needs. 
 
Across all of the community services there are between 400 and 500 employees working by 
themselves supporting vulnerable people.  Staff noticed that working away from an office 
base resulted in less contact with colleagues and a reduced sense of peer to peer support. 
That was recognised and alternatively tactics employed to allow staff to find a place where 
they could meet with colleagues for a drink and a conversation.  Village halls have been 
utilised as a space where staff can meet safely.  For those workers that were unable to 
reach one of these sites physically Pow Wow tele calls were set up (before Microsoft Teams 
was available) so remote workers could establish contact over the phone.  Now all support 
workers can access Microsoft Teams. 
 
Impact on staff and managing staff well-being 
 
The pandemic has undoubtedly placed huge strain on the service, on teams, on individuals 
and on managers.  The frontline nature of the work means staff are exposed to difficult 
scenes and circumstances on a daily basis.  The impacts of this can be felt over a short 
period but are often particularly acute and more noticeable when over a sustained period of 
time.  The onset of the pandemic was sudden and wide ranging impacting the service from 
all angles.  This meant there was no warning to allow staff to understand and prepare for the 
changes that lay ahead and no time to train managers to deal with the new challenges. 
 
The pandemic has been relentless for staff and has led at times led to increased rates of 
absence.  The added pressure on staff from the pandemic has in some instances had 
tangible effects on staff morale and tested relationships between individuals and groups 
within teams.  Managers have taken a patient, understanding and compassionate approach 
to supporting staff through these very difficult times acknowledging the tense and 
challenging circumstances that staff are facing. The workforce has been described as being 
able to deliver the essential service in a stable and safe way but at the same time being very 
fragile and tired. 
 
Due to the reprioritisation of staff to the areas in most acute need the service will have revisit 
some people that still have potential to become more independent through reablement 
support as when the initial reprioritisation of resources took place it was not possible to see 
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everyone with the limited staffing. In order to pick up some of the extra work the service is 
constantly looking at alternatives and new solutions to delivery.  More collaborative working 
with health and other internal partners may be required.  Support will be needed for 
managers that are frequently working through evenings and during weekends.   
 
Q2.  Looking to the future, what new work practices that you have put in place would 
you like to maintain? 
 
It has been vital that staff are able to access support and advice whenever they need it.  We 
want to have in place a 24/7 support helpline for support workers with 25 staff available on 
rotation as part of a central business function.  The Statement of Change and Reshaping 
programme is reviewing the service in light of the pandemic to build in all the positive 
changes that have been made. 
 
The Station Hotel in Carlisle will act as a temporary care accommodation and offer in reach 
support to people discharged from hospital.  It will provide up to 50 beds and be a Covid safe 
space for people recovering after treatment.  Option 1 will always be to discharge people into 
their own homes where it is safe to do so and isolation is possible.  Where this is not 
possible temporary care accommodation can be offered such as that at the Station Hotel to 
take pressure off the system, providing space for isolation and maintain a safe separation for 
recovering Covid positive patients and Covid negative patients. 
 
All rooms in the hotel will be adequately ventilated using windows.  Mechanical ventilation 
and air conditioning systems will not be used to minimise the risk of spreading the virus. 
 
Q3.  How do you manage a situation where staff decline a vaccination and what are 
the impacts on the service? 
 
It does not appear that non take up of the vaccine will be a problem amongst staff.  82% of 
staff have been vaccinated already and we estimate that eventually at least 95% of staff will 
have the vaccination.  It should also be noted that some staff that are currently shielding 
have not been able to come forward for the vaccine.  There are a number of staff that have 
tested positive for Covid-19 but the vast majority have had mild symptoms and recovered 
relatively quickly.  Only 2 members of staff have been hospitalised.  Very sadly we recently 
learned of the death of one of our residential staff after testing positive for Covid. 
 
There is some evidence that staff testing positive for the new variant are off work for longer – 
3 to 4 weeks rather than 2 weeks on average.  This will continue to be monitored as the 
impacts and implications of the new variants become better understood. 
 
Commissioning teams through the Admissions Oversight Group are looking at challenge of 
safe hospital discharge from NHS settings into the community without tests being available.  
The approach being taken at the Station Hotel in Carlisle offers one potential solution as a 
model for enabling safe hospital discharge within a controlled and Covid safe environment.   
 
It should be noted that challenges remain around discharging people to facilities that don’t 
have the physical space to provide safe isolation.  It is also evident that the new variants are 
making maintaining Covid safe wards in hospitals more difficult to manage where a red, 
amber and green system is used to stop the spreading of the virus between wards and 
zones within the buildings. 
 
There is some evidence that Carlisle and the West is ahead of the South of the county with 
regards the infection and transmission curve.  Should this rate slow down it may be possible 
that resources for discharged patients could become available in these areas to support 
other parts of the county and accept patient’s recovering from Covid. 
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Member comment – Looking ahead an Emergency Action Plan for the future is being drawn 
up led by the Systems Group – the focus will be on new protocols to prevent transmission.  If 
new systems work, they could be employed during other winter and seasonal pressures 
such as large flu outbreaks.   
 
Safe discharge and testing has been managed best at the local level with local authorities 
stepping up and leading the system and process change very successfully.  We need to 
ensure that local government maintains the right controls and decision-making routes over 
the areas where it can most effectively respond. Too much involvement from central 
government into some areas can be counter-productive. 
 
Q4. Broadly, what are your key concerns for the future? 
 
Our resource is our staff.  Maintaining staff morale is a challenge now and for the future.  
This is of particular concern if the pandemic continues and the current pace and strain on the 
workforce remains.  Staff require more downtime but many are not getting it due to working 
additional hours so we are not offering staff different working patterns to work longer days 
but ensure they have their days off. 
The future resilience of staff generally is also a worry.  How long will the impacts and effects 
be felt?   
More positively the teams and staff have been well supported by other areas of the authority 
and that is something we are all very grateful for.  Different teams and individuals have 
provided support to the service over the last 10 months which has been a great help.  
Whenever we have picked up the phone to ask for support it has been forthcoming. 
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4. Recommendations 
 
Recommendation 1 
 
Continue to review approaches to managing well-being, stress and mental health and 
seeking new and innovative solutions to support staff and Members during and after 
the pandemic. 
 
Rationale: The impact of the pandemic on well-being and mental health for both employees 
and Members is recognised as the most important and fundamental issue to address as the 
organisation continues to respond and recover. Members particularly focussed upon 
continued and future support when the pandemic ends. 
 
With such a long and profound period of change for all staff and Members, new methods and 
approaches around employee support and well-being will be required. Evidence from 
witnesses to this Task and Finish Group have made it clear that the pandemic has had a far- 
reaching and profound effect on staff well-being and mental health. Understanding that 
impact and the nuanced nature of the effects on individuals and teams will be critical in 
ensuring employees receive the right support when they need it.   
 
Members noted the open and honest feedback and sharing from witnesses of the challenges 
facing staff. Members found that creating similar forums for open and honest feedback and 
sharing will be useful in providing useful insights into the ongoing impacts of the pandemic in 
the future. 
 
Members also found that opportunities to share best practice across teams should be 
identified and used.  For example, the Fire & Rescue Service support staff around working at 
traumatic events and scenes.  There is evidence to show that the Covid pandemic could 
trigger reactions similar to acute trauma so some shared learning may be possible. 
 
 

Recommendation 2 
 
Put in place a comprehensive, organisation-wide Post-Covid Ways of Working 
strategic plan centred around the following principles: 

 Ensuring staff health and well-being is central to future ways of working 

 Reviewing staff contracts and terms and conditions in light of the pandemic 
and its impacts 

 Putting in place further support and training for Members around new ways of 
working 

 Building an understanding of the impact on our customers of different ways of 
working 

 An in-depth review of the impact changes to Council working practices have on 
the equality of access for individuals and teams to engage with colleagues, 
obtain support and deliver priorities 

 Completing a review of existing policies to ensure they support new ways of 
working 

 
 
Rationale:  Members recognised from the evidence they received that a clear plan is 
required that is well-communicated across the whole organisation if positive change to ways 
of working are to be effectively embedded.  
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Recommendation 3 
 
Members should be connected into the Officer Future Ways of Working Group  and 
fully engaged in the process of shaping, developing and supporting new ways of 
working 
 
Rationale:  Members received evidence about the work of the Officer Future Ways of 
Working Group and found that it will be vitally important as this work progresses to ensure 
that Members are able to engage in the process and can help shape, develop and support 
new ways of working.   
 
Members are committed to building in the positive changes that the organisation has made 
during the pandemic and Member views will be critical in taking forward new approaches 
and securing buy-in.  Establishing a long-term solution and way of working for Council 
meetings will also be central to sound and fit for purpose governance and decision making 
as the organisation emerges from the pandemic. 
 
Members suggested that further scrutiny (deep dive type) sessions should be held looking at 
Post-Covid ways of working with the possibility of joint sessions with officers of the Future 
Ways of Working Group to share ideas.  This should look across the needs of the wider 
workforce as well as Members. 
 
 

Recommendation 4 

As part of the strategic plan for post-Covid ways of working, consider new 
approaches to help increase the corporate understanding of staff needs, views and 
ideas around Post-Covid Ways of Working.  
 
Rationale:  
Members found that new approaches should be considered to ensure that the ever-changing 
needs of staff are well understood throughout and after the pandemic, building on the good 
work already underway. 
 
Evidence from witnesses suggests that only around two thirds of staff respond to staff 
surveys. Members identified concerns over whether the third of staff that don’t respond may 
contain individuals or teams that need support most. 
 
With many staff working remotely it remains a challenge to engage with staff and get a good 
feeling and understand of how the pandemic impacts their working lives and work life 
balance.  Effective and meaningful input from staff will be critical to designing appropriate 
support programmes and building in positive aspects of the new ways of working. 
 

 
Recommendation 5 
 
Develop policy and a comprehensive programme of support, training and engagement 
for future meeting formats, including online and hybrid meetings as appropriate. 
 
Rationale:  
Members understand that the current legislative framework for remote meetings is temporary 
and is currently scheduled to end in May 2021, and that the approach to planning for other 
meeting formats, including hybrid meetings, is at very early stages and the parameters 
around how this work might be taken forward have not yet been agreed. 
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Staff and Members have largely reacted well to the shift to online meetings and have 
responded well to the new ways of working and meeting formats via Microsoft Teams, Zoom 
and other platforms. 
 
Members noted the need for further engagement with Members on future ways of working 
with more direct consultation on options for future working arrangements.  It was noted that 
some meetings lend themselves better to Teams/Zoom, etc. but others might require a 
hybrid approach and some may even benefit from returning to a round table physical 
meeting style.  All meetings are different and one size will not fit all. 
 
There was broad recognition of the advantages of online meetings in cutting down travel 
time compared with face to face meetings.  This has enabled more Members to be present 
at a larger number of meetings and provided better engagement, coverage and efficiency. 
 
Members and officers noted that there may need to be a review of Constitutional 
arrangements as the current changes made in response to Covid-19 are only temporary.  
With this in mind close working and engagement with Members would be appreciated as 
further updates are announced from government. 
 
Members requested that further thought be given to building in more advance planning for 
non-scheduled (Council diarised) meetings. 
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5. Conclusions 
 
The Members of the Post-Covid Ways of Working Task and Finish Group welcomed the 
opportunity to engage with officers to begin to map out some key recommendations around 
new ways of working in light of the pandemic. 

It is clear from the witness statements that there has been some remarkable organisational, 
team and individual resilience demonstrated during the pandemic and Members of the Task 
and Finish group would like to thank all the witnesses and their wider teams for all of their 
hard work, commitment, patience and flexibility that they have shown over the past 10 
months. 

Within that broad picture of a resilient organisation of course also lies some very difficult 
challenges for everyone be they Members, officers or our customers.  Members would like 
this Task and Finish session to mark the start of the conversation around the shape of the 
post-Covid organisation rather than the end.   

Whilst recommendations are made and some conclusions drawn this is not a situation that 
remains static and it is one that we have not yet come through.  The pandemic will continue 
to throw up new challenges for everyone in the organisation.  It remains unpredictable but 
we hope that this first look at the response and recovery of our teams begins to pull out 
some key themes that the organisation can focus on to continue to adapt to these testing 
times. 

In conclusion and in support of the recommendation set out in this report Members of the 
Task and Finish Group would like to note these final notes and observations: 

 Health a well-being should continue to be placed as a top priority for the organisation 
with the backdrop treated as an evolving picture with regards the pandemic rather 
than something static. 

 Reshaping the office and property early to be ready for any phased return to the 
workplace. 

 The impact of repeated lockdowns needs to be understood rather than seen in 
isolation. 
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Rethinking the Office and Property/ICT 

 Continue to build our understanding about what will be needed from our 
offices post-Covid. 

 Not all staff have access to good ICT platforms and software. 

 Phone/Broadband connections in some locations are a challenge. 

 

Organisational challenges 

 There is a particular challenge for the organisation to embed a 

corporate ethos and culture whilst staff are away from the office and 

working at home?  This was raised particularly with regard to new 

starters and apprentices. 

 Developing a long term strategy around new styles of meetings – 

office, remote and hybrid. 

 

 

 

Staff well-being and mental health 

 Staff mental health has undoubtedly been affected by the Covid pandemic 

and resulting change to working practices. 

 Staff (particularly those on lower salaries) are increasingly indicating that 

they are experiencing financial strain from home working with higher food, 

heating, broadband and energy costs. 

 Easily available and correct use of appropriate PPE critical to staff safety 

and trust. 

 

Communication and Engagement 

 One-to-one briefings with staff and good regular communication based 

around individual needs and circumstances has been most effective in 

supporting staff through the pandemic. 

 Ensuring good communication with unions is critical especially when 

redesigning working practice/policy and contracts/conditions etc. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Continue to review approaches to managing well-being, stress and mental health and seeking new and innovative solutions to support staff and 
Members during and after the pandemic. 

2. Put in place a comprehensive, organisation-wide Post-Covid Ways of Working strategic plan. 
3. Members should be connected into the Officer Future Ways of Working Group and fully engaged in the process of shaping, developing and 

supporting new ways of working. 
4. As part of the strategic plan for post-Covid ways of working, consider new approaches to help increase the corporate understanding of staff needs, 

views and ideas around Post-Covid Ways of Working. 
5. Develop policy and a comprehensive programme of support, training and engagement for future meeting formats, including online and hybrid 

meetings as appropriate. 
 

Outcomes 

 Building in best practice and the positive changes that have been made as a result of the Covid pandemic. 

 Ensuring the organisation continues to recognise the fundamental changes and impacts on staff and provide them with the necessary 

support and tools to respond positively and stay well. 

 Maximise the benefits of new ways of working in light of the pandemic. 

 Recognising that this Task and Finish work is the start of a conversation and that further scrutiny involvement and support around post-

Covid ways of working will be needed as the pandemic and its associated impacts continues to change and evolve. 

 

Appendix 1: Summary of Key Points and Findings 
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Appendix 2:  Background Research and Supporting 
Information 

Members of the Task and Finish group received the following collection of reports to 

help build an understanding of best practice in other organisations, professional 

bodies and think-tank research. 

1. Chartered Institute for Professional Development 

Impact of Covid on our Working Lives 
 

The coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak and following containment measures will have a long-lasting 

impact on the economy, businesses and working lives. Organisations have had to make rapid 

changes to how they operate, including how and where jobs are carried out, as well as planning for, 

or returning staff to work safely. Workers in turn, have to navigate new ways of working, as well as 

adapt to changing circumstances in their personal life. 

Building on the CIPD Good Work Index's investigation of job quality and working lives, we are 

examining people’s experience of work during the COVID-19 pandemic. On this page, you’ll find 

insight from our May and June surveys, conducted by YouGov for the CIPD. Findings from our April 

survey can be viewed at the foot of this page.  

We’ll be surveying UK workers on a monthly basis until September 2020. Check back regularly for 

the latest insights on the impact of COVID-19 on working lives. 

Summary 

Our April data showed that work–life balance, wellbeing and job security have been challeng during 

the pandemic. These remained the case through May and June, with job and also pay security a 

particular concern for furloughed workers. 

The proportion of workers in our survey who were furloughed had decreased from 25% in May to 

17% in June. Conversely, the proportion of workers working normal hours increased from 49% in 

May to 56% in June. While a majority of respondents who weren't furloughed (58%) are still working 

from home all of the time in June, this proportion has dropped since April. More workers are being 

required by their employer to attend their normal place of work in some capacity, from 37% in May 

to 40% in June. 

On the whole, employees are satisfied (7-in-10) with how their employers are responding to COVID-

19. The same proportion say their manager has checked in on their health and wellbeing. Employees 

largely report that line management support and fairness have held up to pre-pandemic levels. 

However, employees are continuing to feel anxious about returning to the workplace, though the 

proportion of workers feeling this way declined from 50% in May to 45% in June: 

 Only 55% said they’ve been given adequate information about returning to work, with just 

44% saying they’d been adequately consulted about returning. 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/work/trends/goodwork
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 Consultation can reduce anxiety about returning to the workplace. 62% of people who 

didn’t feel adequately consulted are anxious about returning, compared with 42% of people 

who have been adequately consulted. 

 Employers also need to prioritise health and safety, as 21% currently going into their 

normal workplace are not satisfied with the health and safety measures put in place by their 

employer, and 32% of those currently going into their normal workplace were anxious about 

catching or spreading COVID-19 at work. 

The findings are a prompt to employers to adopt the CIPD’s three tests for returning staff to the 

workplace – namely to first consider whether it is safe, essential and mutually agreed. 

Job and financial security 

Job insecurity remained high in May and June, where 23% and 19% respectively say they think it’s 

likely they’ll lose their job, compared to only 13% in January in our Good Work Index report. Those 

fears may be well-founded given findings in our recent Labour Market Outlook survey showing 

employers’ redundancy intentions are set to increase. 

 

Furloughed workers are clearly more concerned about job loss as illustrated in Figure 1. Increasingly, 

they also face uncertainty about returning to work – 60% in June didn’t know when their furlough 

would end, up from 55% in May. 

Interestingly, the proportion of both furloughed and non-furloughed workers who said they would 

likely quit their job in the next 12 months have grown in the last two months. For furloughed 

workers, the proportion had risen from 14% in April to 23% in June. For non-furloughed workers, 

there was a less marked rise from 12% in April to 14% in June. 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/work/trends/goodwork/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/work/trends/labour-market-outlook/
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Pay and financial security has also been adversely impacted. In June, around 2-in-10 (18%) of non-

furloughed workers are receiving lower pay than usual, rising to 7-in-10 (71%) for furloughed 

workers. 

Unsurprisingly then, over half (55%) of furloughed workers in June said their financial security has 

worsened since the onset of the pandemic with 28% of non-furloughed workers also in agreement. 

Workload and work–life balance 

Workload has a strong influence on mental and physical health, so employers need to ensure 

workload is managed properly and distributed fairly. While on the whole, the proportion of workers 

who say they have too much work has stayed fairly consistent since January (28% in June, 32% in 

January) the impact of COVID-19 on key workers’ workloads have been distinctly more pronounced. 

In June, 37% of key workers said they had too much work, compared to 24% of non-key workers. 

May and April saw a similar contrast between key workers and non-key workers (42% key workers vs 

24% non-key in May, and 44% vs 28% in April). 

In part, this is because there are also more saying their workload is too little. Non-key workers, for 

instance, are more likely to say they have too little work. In June, 18% of non-key workers said they 

had too little work, compared to 9% of key workers. This is similar to May (where 18% of non-key 

workers said they had too little work compared to 11% of key workers). 

It is perhaps not surprising that key workers are more likely to have too much work through the 

COVID-19 pandemic. However, given the negative impacts of high workloads on wellbeing, which we 

discuss in more detail in the ‘wellbeing’ section, this is a cause for concern. 

There has been a small decline in the proportion of workers who are struggling to fulfil non-work 

commitments due to time spent on their job, from 32% in April to 27% in June. However, this is still a 

notable concern and remains at a higher level than before the pandemic (24% in January). 

Health, safety and wellbeing 

Physical health 

The number of people saying work has a positive or very positive impact on their physical health was 

26% in June and 27% in May (this figure was 24% in April, and 26% in January. In other words, we 

have not seen a continued decline in work having a positive impact on physical health, but we have 

not seen an improvement either. 

In addition, around a quarter of employees said work had a negative impact on their physical health 

(26% in June and 29% in May, compared to 31% in April and 26% in January). 

Those attending their normal workplace were more likely to cite work as having a positive impact on 

their physical health (28% in June) compared to those working remotely (23% in June). In part, this 

could be due to those attending their normal place of work experiencing better workplace social 

connections at the moment – however, other factors will likely be at play. For example, workload is 

an important influencer of the impact of work on physical, as well as mental health. 

Mental health 

When it comes to mental health, 34% of respondents in June, and 38% of respondents in May said 

that work had a positive impact on this. This remains consistent with April, where 34% said that 
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work had a positive impact on mental health. As noted above, this had already fallen from 35% in 

January, following a steady decline over the past two years. 

26% said work had a negative impact on their mental health in May and June. This is similar to 

January and April where 27% and 28% respectively said work had a negative impact on their mental 

health. 

However, key workers were more likely to say their mental health is negatively affected by work in 

June (30%) than non-key workers (23%). Further analysis suggests that this impact is largely driven 

by workload; too much or too little workload negatively affects mental health. Having too much 

work is especially problematic. And, as we noted in the workload section of this summary, key 

workers are more likely to say they have too much work that other groups. 

Many people with existing health conditions have had these worsened by the pandemic. For 

example, in June, 61% of those with anxiety said the pandemic had contributed this. And, 56% of 

people with existing mental health issues prior to lockdown said the pandemic had worsened their 

mental health. 

Also continuing to suffer are social connections at work. 44% in June say these have worsened. This 

rises to 50% of those who are not attending their normal workplace, compared with 29% of those 

who are. 

Particularly for those whose teams are working remotely, employers should take steps to ensure 

they facilitate good communication and encourage social connections. 

Meanwhile, health and safety concerns are fuelling anxiety about returning to the workplace. 45% 

of workers in June feel anxious about returning to the workplace, with higher proportions for those 

with existing health conditions. Further: 

 35% in June (37% in May) were anxious about commuting to work – this rises to 6-in-10 in 

London. 

 21% of those currently going into their normal workplace are not satisfied with the health 

and safety measures put in place by their employer. 

 32% of those currently going into their normal workplace were anxious about catching or 

spreading COVID-19 at work. 

 Only 55% said they’ve been given adequate information about returning to work, with just 

44% saying they’d been adequately consulted about returning. 

 Consultation can reduce anxiety about returning to the workplace. 62% of people who didn’t 

feel adequately consulted are anxious about returning, compared with 42% of people who 

have been adequately consulted. 

On the flipside, many workers are looking forward to returning to their workplace, with around half 

of those working remotely in agreement. This may be due to struggles with social isolation or a 

difficult remote working set up. 

Employer and line manager response to COVID-19 

Positively, a majority of workers are satisfied with their organisation’s response during the pandemic 

(69%) and agree that their employers have been supportive (67%). Line management, which plays a 

vital role in supporting employees to do their job effectively, have not suffered decline in quality 
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according to our data. Throughout May and June, almost three-quarters said their manager is 

supportive if they have a problem and treats them fairly, representing no change since January 2020. 

What’s more, 7-in-10 report that their line manager has checked in on their health and wellbeing 

since the start of the pandemic, with those who are working from home distinctly more likely to say 

this has been the case (82% compared to 56% of those going into work). 

But among the more positive highlights, there is still some room for improvement. A sizeable 

minority of those attending their normal workplaces (around 2-in-10) say they had not been 

adequately supported by their employer or are not satisfied with the health and safety measures in 

place throughout the pandemic. 

Taken together with other health and safety fears noted above, as well as anxiety workers feel about 

returning to the workplace, employers must work more closely with employees to understand and 

mitigate their concerns. 

With the latest government guidelines giving employers wide discretion on where work should take 

place, employers should take the initiative to consult more widely with employees about their plans. 

That consultation should include whether work that is being done in the normal workplace could be 

done remotely – currently, 21% of those attending their normal place of work disagreed that their 

job couldn’t be done remotely. 

Employers should also ensure that the consultation is done adequately with all segments of their 

workforce, keeping in mind what constitutes ‘adequate’ may differ from person to person. For 

example, workers with disabilities were more likely to say that they had been adequately consulted 

about returning (28%) compared with those without a disability (46%). 

Consultation can also reduce anxiety about returning to work. Our survey shows those who have 

been adequately consulted about returning to work are less anxious about doing so. More than 

three-fifths (62%) of workers who haven’t felt adequately consulted are anxious about returning to 

the workplace – this drops to 42% for those who have been adequately consulted. 
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2. Chartered Institute for Professional Development 

Covid – Mental Health at Work Guide 
 

Mental health related absence is the most common cause of long-term sickness absence in UK 

workplaces. Stress related absence in particular has increased, with 37% of respondents to the CIPD 

and Simply Health Health and Well-being survey saying that stress-related absence had increased in 

the last year. Work-related stress, depression or anxiety accounts for 44% of work-related ill health 

and 54% of working days lost, in 2018/19 (HSE, 2019). As well as sickness absence, poor mental 

health at work can lead to increased staff turnover, reduced engagement and high presenteeism. 

These facts relate to a world pre-COVID-19; early indications suggest that the pandemic (and 

measures taken by government to control it such as lockdown and social distancing) will have a 

significant impact upon the mental health of employees. It is very possible that these mental health 

implications will be felt for many months or even years. As early as two weeks into lockdown, 

employees were reporting a range of health effects including negative impacts on mental health and 

overall well-being. 

This guide outlines considerations and provides advice for employers, people professionals and 

people managers on how employee mental health can be supported as lockdown and social 

distancing measures continue, as employees continue to work from home longer term and we begin 

to face the consequences of the economic downturn (such as large scale redundancies). 

What is mental health? 

Everyone has mental health and, like physical health, it fluctuates along a spectrum. It can vary from 

good mental well-being to severe mental health problems. Work can have a huge impact on mental 

health – it can promote well-being or trigger problems. 

Poor mental health can include struggling with low mood, stress or anxiety. A mental health problem 

is generally defined as when poor mental health continues for a prolonged period. There may or may 

not be a diagnosis of a specific condition. Common mental health conditions include depression, 

anxiety, phobias, obsessive-compulsive disorders and bipolar (Mind have a useful list of mental 

health conditions). 

Mental health problems affect around one in four people in any given year. Work related stress is a 

form of poor mental health, defined by the Health and Safety Executive as a reaction to excessive 

pressure or other type of demand placed on an individual at work. Stress can be a significant cause 

of illness. 

How will COVID-19 affect our mental health? 

We do not yet know exactly what the mental health impacts of COVID-19 will be. There are many 

factors to consider including the impact of the lockdown and ongoing restrictions such as social 

distancing and self-isolation. Some employees will fearful about contracting the virus, others will be 

anxious about family and friends. Many will have suffered bereavements during this time, often 

without the chance to say goodbye or attend funerals. There will also be fears about job security, 

returning to the workplace (including using public transport for commuting) and financial concerns. 

Some employees are working longer or more irregular hours and many are combining work with 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/health-and-well-being-2020-report_tcm18-73967.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/health-and-well-being-2020-report_tcm18-73967.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/stress.pdf
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/a-z-mental-health/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/a-z-mental-health/
https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/what-to-do.htm
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home-schooling and other family responsibilities, leading to a poor work-life balance. There are also 

potential mental health implications of furlough leave or the job support scheme.  

Early research into the health impacts of lockdown including findings of fatigue, musculoskeletal 

conditions, poor work life balance, reduced exercise and increased alcohol consumption. In relation 

to mental health specifically, employees were reporting reduced motivation, loss of purpose and 

motivation, anxiety and isolation. Evidence from previous quarantine situations, prior to the current 

pandemic, suggests that there are long lasting effects on mental health. These symptoms ranged 

from irritability and anger to depression and post-traumatic stress symptoms. 

The mental health charity Mind have found that more than half of adults (60%) and over two thirds 

of young people (68%) said their mental health got worse during lockdown.  Young people and those 

with pre-existing mental health conditions were particularly effected – and employees who had 

been furloughed also reported a slight decline in their wellbeing compared to others.   

What should employers do? 

It is well known that many employees do not feel comfortable in speaking up about poor mental 

health; this is unlikely to change following the pandemic. 

Employers will need to adapt a range of measures to support employees experiencing poor mental 

health as a result of COVID-19 and its effects on society and the economy. Measures will need to 

range from supporting employees to regain an effective work-life balance and addressing fears 

about return to work, right through to support for severe mental health conditions. Employers, 

particularly those who have employees working in front line response roles, should act now to put 

necessary support in place. 

What remains important is that people experiencing poor mental health are not labelled by focusing 

on a diagnosis, and instead discussions and support focus on the impact it has on them at work. 

The law and mental health 

Employers have a duty to protect the health, safety and welfare of their employees. This includes 

mental health and well-being. You can find out more about health and safety at work in our health 

and safety factsheet. 

Employees who have a mental health condition may be disabled as defined by the Equality Act 2010, 

and will therefore be protected from discrimination during employment. 

Employers are required to make reasonable adjustments for employees with disabilities. What is 

‘reasonable’ will depend on the circumstances, the nature of the disability and the resources of the 

employer. It could however include amendments to hours or location of work, provision of specialist 

equipment or the duties of the job itself. More information is available on our disability 

discrimination topic page. 

Under health and safety legislation, employers have duties to assess the risk of stress-related poor 

mental health arising from work activities and take measures to control that risk. More information 

on stress at work is available in our factsheet. You may also wish to refer to the Health and Safety 

Executive Stress Risk Assessment tool. 

Employers must follow the law – but this only sets a minimum standard. Employers who go above 

and beyond will see improvements in organisational culture, employee engagement, reduced 

absence and presenteeism and a reduction in staff turnover. In the current situation, the minimum 

https://www.mind.org.uk/media-a/5929/the-mental-health-emergency_a4_final.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/emp-law/health-safety/factsheet/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/emp-law/health-safety/factsheet/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/emp-law/disability-discrimination/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/emp-law/disability-discrimination/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/stress-factsheet/
https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/risk-assessment.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/risk-assessment.htm
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standards set by law are unlikely to be sufficient to support employees through the many different 

potential mental health and well-being impacts of COVID-19. Not everyone will wish to disclose a 

mental health condition and not all conditions will fall under the definition of the Equality Act: it is 

however good practice to make adjustments and provide support for employees regardless of 

definition. 

Prevention – what employers can do now 

Employers have several areas of focus to consider. Firstly, supporting the mental health of 

employees who are continuing to work in essential and key worker roles, many of whom continue to 

work under significantly increased pressure that may make them more vulnerable to stress or other 

mental health conditions. Secondly, the need to support those who continue to work from home as 

well as those who may return to the workplace on a phased or adjusted basis. Finally, there is the 

impact of potential redundancies on employees who may be at risk of redundancy, those who 

'survive' a redundancy situation and those employees (such as HR) who need to manage the process.  

The resilience of all employees has been challenged by the current situation – although the mental 

health and wellbeing implications of this will vary from employee to employee. 

Employers and HR may wish to consider some of the following: 

 Brief managers on the potential mental health implications of COVID-19 and their specific 

roles and responsibilities in relation to supporting staff. 

 Communicate regularly on wellbeing and mental health support, wherever possible 

supported by activities that encourage physical, mental, financial and social wellbeing. 

 Provide mental health awareness-raising activities – work towards a culture where is 

acceptable to talk about and seek support for poor mental health. 

 If employees are needed in the workplace, those who started work for the organisation in 

the time prior to (or even during) lockdown may need a re-induction into the workplace to 

help them feel connected and engaged (this could also help cover any health and safety 

changes in line with the government’s COVID-secure workplace guidelines).  

Support for employees throughout redundancy situations, including those involved in undertaking 

them, along with manager guidance and training, should be provided. The CIPD has a range of 

guidance on supporting health and wellbeing in the workplace, available on the wellbeing topic 

page. 

You can also download the workshop materials provided here to run a briefing session for people 

managers on mental health and wellbeing. 

 

Mental health and wellbeing briefing for people managers  

(546 KB)  

Early intervention 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/mental-health-and-wellbeing-briefing-for-people-managers%20briefing%20materials_tcm18-77835.pptx
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/mental-health-and-wellbeing-briefing-for-people-managers%20briefing%20materials_tcm18-77835.pptx


31 
 

  
 

Where the signs and symptoms of poor mental health and well-being are well understood at all 

levels within an organisation, it can support early intervention and the opportunity to take early 

action to prevent the situation escalating. Sharing information about mental health can also enable 

employees to identify signs, especially early ones, in themselves and seek support. 

Some of the typical signs and symptoms of poor or declining mental health may be more difficult to 

identify in employees working from home or more flexibly. 

Typical signs include: 

 Working long hours / not taking breaks 

 Increased sickness absence or lateness 

 Mood changes 

 Distraction, indecision or confusion 

 Withdrawal 

 Irritability, anger or aggression 

 Uncharacteristic performance issues 

 Over-reaction to problems or issues 

 Disruptive or anti-social behaviour. 

Note: if one of more of these signs are observed it does not automatically mean that an individual is 

experiencing poor mental health but it should be a prompt for a manager to have a well-being 

conversation. Take care not to make assumptions. 

Where signs are identified, managers should have a conversation with the employee. This can be as 

simple as a phone call or online meeting to check in with the individual. A good starting point is for 

the manager to simply ask someone how they are. Where appropriate share any observations in a 

non-judgemental manner and check if support is required. HR should look to provide simple 

guidance to managers on structuring these conversations. The sooner such a conversation takes 

place, the more quickly support can be provided to the individual. 

Where more specialist advice is required, consider a referral to Occupational Health. 

In an advance of any planned or phased return to work, rather than wait for signs or for employees 

to express concerns, managers can be proactive. Encourage them to contact their team members to 

discuss any concerns that they may have or any specific issues pertaining to them (such as health 

conditions of vulnerable family members). 

Effective communication plans detailing how the organisation will be approaching the return to work 

and prioritising the health and safety of employees will also help to allay concerns and fears, 

supporting mental well-being. 

Redundancy 

Many employers are currently facing difficult decisions about their workforce as a result of the 

pandemic. For some this will include making use of the job support (furlough) scheme or making 

employees redundant. The end of the furlough scheme in March 2021 may be a critical point at 
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which these decisions will be made. Those employees that are sadly made redundant may 

experience reduced wellbeing or poor mental health as a result.   

Unemployment can have a significant impact on mental health; research suggests that the average 

number of people with psychological problems among the unemployed was 34%, compared to 16% 

among employed individuals. Redundancies can also have a negative impact on employees that 

remain with the organisation (sometimes called ‘survivor syndrome’). They may experience a range 

of emotions; guilt, anxiety about further job losses and stress relating to the process of redundancy 

had they themselves been at risk. Redundancy processes can also cause stress and anxiety for those 

that have to undertake them.   

Where redundancy process cannot be avoided, organisations may wish to consider the following to 

support the wellbeing and mental health of employees: 

 Remind employees about any support services that are available to them. This is especially 

important whilst processes are ongoing.   

 Ensure that redundancy processes are conducted fairly and empathetically with effective 

communication and consultation. Train managers where necessary.  

 For employees exiting the organisation, wherever possible provide access to outplacement 

support and financial wellbeing services. 

 Provide as much information as possible to employees in order to reduce uncertainty about 

the future. Ensure regular updates take place and employees have the opportunity to ask 

questions. 

 Ensure that workload reviews take place and objectives are updated to reflect the new 

circumstances. This is especially important to avoid an increase in workload for remaining 

employees.  

For more information, refer to the guide on redundancy procedures during coronavirus. 

Managing mental health disclosures 

Disclosures about mental health conditions may be made to managers or directly to HR. Where they 

are made to HR, wherever possible HR should encourage the employee to share the information 

with their manager. Consideration should be given to: 

 Referral to Occupational Health or the employee’s own GP where specialist advice is 

required. 

 Signposting to organisational support services for mental health and general well-being. 

Wherever possible, HR should provide training to managers on how to a respond to a disclosure, as 

well as how to approach the provision of ongoing support. 

Managers who receive a disclosure can follow this simple framework from Mind and consider the 

following: 

 Arrange a time to have a conversation with the employee. Where they are working from 

home this may need to take place via online meeting – this is preferable to a phone call 

where possible. Let the employee chose the time and medium to ensure that they will not 

be interrupted.  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0001879109000037
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/emp-law/redundancy/coronavirus-guide/
https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/mental-health-at-work/taking-care-of-your-staff/employer-resources/wellness-action-plan-download/
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 Embed confidentiality in those conversations – reassure employees that their personal 

information will be treated sensitively. It is fine to ask what information, if any, they wish to 

be shared with colleagues. 

 Encourage people to talk – and to take up mental health and well-being support.  

 Discuss a plan for support – ideally this should include reasonable adjustments or practical 

support and a time period for review. Discuss what signs and symptoms or triggers to be 

aware of and the possible impacts on work. Plans will need to be flexible as mental health 

conditions may fluctuate.  

 Reassure – be clear with employees that no assumptions will be made about their mental 

health and that the organisation will provide the necessary support. 

Both managers and HR should seek additional advice where required, especially where mental 

health conditions are particularly complex. 

In an emergency, if you are seriously concerned about an employee’s mental health and believe they 

maybe in immediate danger, call 999. 

Supporting the return to the workplace 

The complex nature of well-being and mental health means that there is no single solution for 

supporting the returning to the workplace. It is now clear that any return to workplaces will be 

gradual and phased. It is likely that many employees will continue to work primarily from home for 

the foreseeable future, possibly even into early 2021. As well as some former homeworkers 

returning to the workplace, as the furlough scheme ends some employees will also be returning to 

work for the first time in several months; this may include returning to a physical workplace or 

working from home.  

Where employees do return to the workplace they may be working a range of different patterns and 

hours to allow for effective social distancing. Some activities will remain curtailed. Of course, some 

employees never left work, continuing to work in essential and key roles under a range of 

challenging circumstances. The continuing threat of the virus will also mean that many employees 

will also be working whilst retaining care or childcare responsibilities and have other pressing 

personal issues that may have an impact on their mental health. Even if employees are not 

experiencing poor mental health they may have concerns and fears about return to a physical 

workplace, including using public transport or staying safe in the work environment. 

Here are some potential interventions for organisations to consider to support employees returning 

to physical workplaces, even if only on a phased or reduced basis: 

 Write a detailed communication plan covering practical issues such as hygiene and approach 

to maintaining social distancing in order to allay concerns. Refer to the Government 

guidance on COVID-secure workplaces for the types of measures you should put in place. 

 Provide manager training on mental health conditions including signs and symptoms. Make 

sure that managers are aware of the particular wellbeing and mental health implications of 

coronavirus (including on vulnerable groups and furloughed employees).  

 Consider introducing an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) where one does not exist. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19
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 Review existing mental health services to determine if they are scalable and can cope with 

increased demand. 

 Provide mental health awareness activities for the wider organisation. These can take 

various forms including promotion of national events, workshops or awareness campaigns. 

 Offer resources for employees to access in their own time. These can be produced 

specifically for the organisation or curated using external sources. 

 Consider adapting flexible working policies for quicker decisions and increased opportunities 

to change or reduce hours. 

 Wherever possible, encourage senior leaders to include messaging about well-being and 

mental health in wider communications about the organisational response to the pandemic. 

This can help to create a culture where it is acceptable to talk about mental health. 

 Establish an internal network of well-being or mental health champions who can support the 

organisation. 

Where employees have experienced or are experiencing poor mental health, or have taken absence 

from work as a result of a mental health condition, there are some other specific actions that 

organisations and managers may take: 

 Keep in contact with the employee on a regular basis and updating them on any key 

organisational communications or changes. 

 Make it clear that the employee should not rush back to work until they are ready. 

 Refer to Occupational Health or signpost other relevant services. 

 Consider phased returns to work – even where the employee is working from home and not 

returning to a physical workplace. Conduct a formal return to work meeting, even if this is 

conducted via online meeting or phone call. 

 Discuss the support the employee needs to help them to make a successful return and 

support their mental health – this should include the role of the manager and how they can 

help. 

 Ensure ongoing dialogue and regular contact following the return to work. 

 Review performance objectives and workload – adjust where necessary. 

Returning from furlough 

The mental health implications on employees of being placed on furlough leave is currently 

unknown. We do know that periods of unemployment can impact negatively on physical and mental 

health. Work can provide meaning, purpose and structure. Work also provides social connection and 

opportunities to learn and develop, both of which support wellbeing and good mental health. 

Employees who have been on furlough may be anxious about the return to work, and may be 

concerned particularly about future job security.  

Organisations may wish to consider the following to support the mental health of employees 

returning from furlough: 
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 Contact the employee prior to their return where possible to discuss the return and provide 

practical information. Also keep in touch with returned employees on a regular basis. 

Returning from furlough isn’t just about the first day – concerns and anxieties may last for 

some time. 

 Find ways to reconnect employees, to their team and the wider organisation. This could 

include opportunities to socialise (even if virtually), broader employee engagement activities 

and reminder of organisation mission, vision and values.   

 Ask managers to review employee workloads, update objectives and priorities and provide a 

full update on what has taken place in recent months. Consider if any refresher training is 

necessary.  

 Remind employees about support services and wellbeing activities available to them.   

Job Support Scheme 

The Job Support Scheme begins at the end of the Job Retention Scheme (furlough) in March 2021. 

This scheme provides support for employers who can offer some work to their employees but not 

necessarily full time work or the employee’s normal hours. An employee’s wages, when on the JSS, 

will be funded partly by the employer and partly by the government; to be eligible employees must 

work at least 20% of their normal hours. 

As with the furlough scheme, employees will receive less pay than they normally would; this may 

lead to financial concerns or increased stress and anxiety. Employees may also be fearful about their 

long term future and what will happen when the scheme ends (currently the scheme is to be in place 

for six months). 

It is possible that many employers making use of this scheme will be unable to provide reassurance 

about longer term job security or when employees may be able to return to normal working hours. 

They should however continue to support their employees wherever possible through signposting 

any available support services, providing regular and transparent communication especially as the 

situation evolves and ensuring managers can spot the signs and symptoms of poor wellbeing and 

mental health. 

Longer term homeworking 

A significant proportion of the workforce have now worked from home for several months, many of 

them successfully. However, there are a number of factors that suggest a continued focus on 

supporting employee mental health remains critical. First of all, there is continued uncertainty about 

the virus itself along with regular changes to restrictions, both of which can lead to increased stress 

and anxiety. Many working parents do not have full access to childcare services and are continuing 

to balance work and childcare with the ongoing prospect of future school closures. The now long 

term nature of homeworking means continued isolation from colleagues and valuable work related 

social activities, support structures and connections. Work-life balance and blurred boundaries 

between work and home may become more problematic as homeworking continues. Finally, fears 

around job security are also likely to be prevalent for many employees, especially in those sectors 

that have been most affected financially. 

Many of the suggestions to support employee mental health set out above also apply to supporting 

long term homeworkers. Organisations may also wish to consider some of the following: 

 Offer specific work-life balance support in the form of 121 coaching, guidance or training. 
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 Continue providing employees with ways to connect with colleagues whilst working from 

home. Promoting online communities, virtual social groups and using social media can all 

help to connect people. 

 Encourage employees to create effective boundaries between work and home, take regular 

breaks and annual leave. Having a regular routine, such as start and end times can also help. 

 Ensure that manager training includes spotting weak signals of poor mental health and 

wellbeing that are less visible as a result of homeworking. 

 Consider what additional support can be provided to employees who may be especially 

vulnerable such as working parents, employees from BAME groups, young workers or those 

who have previously experienced poor mental health.  

Organisations may also wish to undertake a listening exercise and survey their employees about 

their current state of mental health and wellbeing, and seeking feedback on the specific support 

they feel would benefit them in the months to come. 

Advice for people managers 

People managers play a critical role in supporting employee well-being and mental health: how 

people are treated and managed on a day to day basis is central to mental health. Management style 

is also the second main cause of work-related stress. 

HR professionals should consider encouraging their managers to undertake the following. 

Regular check in meetings 

Managers should be checking in with their teams, individually, on a regular basis. Ideally this check in 

should be “face to face” via virtual meeting. This will help managers to be alert to signals of poor 

mental health. Encourage managers to have a well-being conversation; provide them with a simple 

framework or questions that they can ask their teams. HR must ensure that managers have a clear 

process to follow in the event of a mental health disclosure as a result of a check-in conversation. 

Looking for signs 

Managers should be trained on the potential signs of poor well-being and mental health, as well as 

how to handle a disclosure of a mental health condition. Managers do not need to become mental 

health experts but they do need to know how to identify and refer. Where managers are concerned 

about the mental health of their employees, they should signpost to relevant support services. HR 

should ensure that managers are briefed on any services that are available, such as Occupational 

Health and EAPs. 

Role modelling 

Managers can encourage employees to take care of their well-being and mental health by acting as 

an effective role model. Managers can share how they are looking after their own well-being at this 

time, encourage their team members to undertake any organisation-provided well-being activity and 

share well-being and mental health messages. This will help to create permission for their team to 

do the same and encourage people to seek help if they need it. 

Connecting people 
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Connecting with others supports good mental health. Managers should take regular opportunities to 

bring employees together virtually or even face to face where circumstances permit. As well as 

work-related meetings, encourage social connections through social media or informal online 

meetings. To avoid overwhelming people, taking part should always be optional. 

Review workloads 

There are many reasons in the current situation why employees may be unable to be as productive 

as they would be under normal circumstances. Managers should be sensitive to this and recognise 

that expectations may need to be adjusted in the short term or if particular situations arise (such as 

the temporary closure of a school). Existing objectives, workloads and deadlines should be adjusted 

to take into account the evolving context. 

Promote learning 

Learning can boost well-being and provide employees with a sense of achievement. It may also be 

especially helpful for employees returning from furlough leave to help them get back up to speed. 

Managers can still encourage learning whilst working from home – but it should not be mandated. 

For more information on how managers can support mental health, download this CIPD guide 

written in collaboration with Mind. 

Looking after yourself: advice for people professionals 

People professionals had to respond with speed and flexibility to a challenging and changing context, 

and continue to do so as the situation evolves and changes. As well as managing existing workloads, 

there has been a need to adapt policies, support people managers, increase communication and 

deal with the complexities of furlough and now the job support scheme. The demands on the 

profession have been high since March 2020. This makes it important for HR to look after their own 

well-being and mental health at the same time as supporting others. HR professionals are reminded 

to: 

 Seek support for their own mental health if they need it 

 Talk to their own HR teams about well-being and mental health 

 Prioritise self-care activities 

 Take regular rest breaks and continue to take annual leave 

 Be aware of the signs and symptoms of poor well-being and mental health and identify if 

they apply to themselves. 

The CIPD has a range of resources to support members with their well-being and mental health, 

including a new well-being helpline. 

You can also watch this CIPD webinar on HR resilience: looking after yourself and your HR team. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/mental-health-support-report/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/mental-health-support-report/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/membership/benefits/wellbeing-helpline-services
https://www.cipd.co.uk/news-views/coronavirus/webinars/hr-resilience-1-may-2020/
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3. County Council Network (CCN) Discussion – Ways of Working –     
06/01/21 

Discussion on Ways of Working Programmes 

Most authorities had begun their programmes prior to the pandemic, particularly from a 
technology/estates point of view, with programmes being adjusted to take into account the learning 
from the current working from home situation and the ability to expediate the move.  Most 
programmes are looking at a hybrid model.  Some of the common areas of work / issues include: 

 Working from home during the pandemic has helped shift staff opinions and helped them to 
recognise the benefits 

 Some authorities are including social care staff within plans, others are not. 

 Re-designing office space so there is less desk space and more larger meeting spaces for 
teams to come together for collaborative working.  Need to manage how the space is used 
by teams – hierarchy of need for fixed desks, rota systems etc 

 Difficulties in quantifying the benefits – for both the organisations and staff.  Disposal of 
property, time saved travelling, costs of mileage and general office expenditures can be 
calculated.  There have been drops in sickness absence, but this is changing slightly.  
Measuring productivity is more difficult. 

 Need for staff to learn new skills.  Those who have less strong IT skills are those most likely 
to want to work from the office. More difficult to learn from each other when working 
remotely.  New skills to learn such as managing mixed meetings. 

 Redefining of contracts, including having a contracted base, legal issues including health and 
safety etc. 

 

Future of Work in the Public Sector 

 CCN & ACCE have started scoping work with PDC on the future council.  This will be looking 
at the impact Covid10 has had on service need, the way services are delivered as well as the 
financial stability of the sector. There are four themes; Place, Leadership & Strategic 
Agendas, Community Engagement and Technology & Automation.  Discussions around 
workforce and productivity will be relevant to the last two of these priorities.  The aim is to 
complete the work by the end of March / beginning of April. 

 

 Essex are keen to continue building insight and understanding of this way of working and 
more broadly of the future workforce for local government.  They will be working in 
partnership with Hotspot Movement on this research and invited other authorities to be 
involved in the work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


