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I NT R O D U C TIO N
The Coronavirus crisis has brought many unexpected changes, and businesses have had to adapt quickly to survive. First among those changes
is a fundamental shift in the way we work.
While some organisations have had remote working in their toolbox for a long time, for many this has been the first test of an entire team working
from home, all of the time.
It may seem easy in the early stages when it’s just about pulling together and getting the immediate job done, but as time goes on it will become
increasingly clear that it’s not just a case of logging on and working to keep business ticking over as usual.
The principles of people management, responsibility for staff wellbeing and good leadership are just as important to address in this strange new
landscape as they are in ordinary business life.
While there has been plenty of advice around about how to effectively work from home, there has been less support for those managing a team
in these challenging times.
We believe that at the end of this crisis, many businesses will use the experience to consider changing the way they work in the future, including
more remote and flexible working. With this in mind, we hope this advice for line managers and business owners will be useful now and for
whatever lies ahead.
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THE F UNDA MENTAL S - ARE YO UR
P R O C ESSES AND POL I CIES IN PLACE?

In the rush to get everybody set up, resolve any technical hitches and just get through the day, it’s understandable that getting the job done has
probably been a higher priority for you than thinking about your HR policies and processes.
However, as new ways of working bed in, and any initial practical problems are ironed out, it’s now time to take a step back and go back to the
fundamentals of compliance and good people management.
For some members of your team, this may be the first time they have had to work remotely – at least for any length of time. We recommend that
your responsibilities to them, and your expectations of them, are clearly set out in a homeworking policy that is simple to understand and clearly
communicated.
It’s very good practice to ask staff to complete a homeworker’s self-assessment which will help highlight any potential issues they are likely to face.
Do they have all the equipment they need? Are they struggling with IT issues that could make their work difficult? Do they have a suitable space
to work in? If they run into problems, do they know how to report them and get help?

TOP
TIP

Keep homeworking policies, guides and other helpful information in an easily-accessible
place such as an intranet page or cloud-shared folder, and make sure everyone on your
team knows where that is.
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R ISK , HEALTH AND SAF E T Y AN D WELLBEING

Employers have a legal duty to protect the health and safety of all their employees in the workplace – even if that workplace is at home or another
remote location.
That responsibility extends to making sure they have the tools and systems of work they need, and any safety equipment. For workers who use
displays and keyboards, this may mean that you should supply items such as risers and wrist supports to make sure their desks are set up safely,
helping to minimise problems such as back pain and repetitive strain. Make sure everybody who works remotely has completed a health and
safety workplace self-assessment form and a DSE (Display Screen Equipment) checklist and that any issues flagged up by them are addressed.
It can be very hard for employees to adjust to working in the same place as they live, with access to their work systems at all times. Support them
in working as flexibly as possible and regularly check that they are not working for too many hours. Don’t let them feel as if they are obliged to be
checking emails or work platforms at all hours of the day.
Encourage staff to take regular breaks, even if it’s just to leave the room to make a cup of tea. Be mindful of the NHS’s recommended “five pillars
to wellbeing” which include maintaining connections with colleagues, friends and family, being active as far as possible, taking notice of the
natural world, learning new things, and giving support and time to others.
Some of these may be more difficult than usual because of the circumstances, but support them however you are able.

TOP
TIP

Recognise that this is a difficult and stressful time for everyone, that people may be
struggling with mental health, and do everything you can to support the wellbeing and
safety of your employees.
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TR U S T PEOPL E TO DO T HEIR JO BS

As a manager or business owner, you should understand that people thrive when they are trusted to take responsibility for their own work – and
productivity can suffer if they are micromanaged. Managing a remote workforce requires you to double down on this approach, which means
shifting the focus from managing to leading, guiding and coaching.
Now, more than ever, it’s important to build and nurture relationships with your team members that are based on mutual trust and confidence. Line
managers should be available for advice and consultation, and provide support through regular contact, but resist the temptation to supervise
their employees’ work and working patterns too closely.
It’s the responsibility of managers to provider clear guidance on the tasks set, expected results and timescales and who the remote worker can
contact for information and support. Check that the employee understands these requirements – this is crucial as it can be more difficult for a
remote worker to check details. It’s important that your team members keep their calendars up to date so managers understand when people are
working, when they have virtual meetings and when they are away from their desks.
A good manager will have the trust of their team, a clear brief and be equipped with the training and tools they need to effectively deal with
people management issues. Don’t place too much value on the number of hours and minutes a day your teams spend remote working. To monitor
performance, line managers should focus on achievement rather than working hours.

TOP
TIP

The more you let go and concentrate on leadership rather than micro-management, the
more your team will thrive. Focus on achievement, not hours worked.
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U S E TECHNOL OG Y TO KEEP IN T O UCH

We’re all getting more used to holding work meetings and conducting personal calls through video platforms such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams and
FaceTime. In these difficult times it can make a world of difference to see the faces of people you know even if it’s just for a quick team catch up.It
also makes it easy for team members to share projects and documents they are working on, to keep everybody updated and get the input they
would normally receive in the office.
Regular “meetings” are vital when your teams are working from home, for morale, for nurturing the team spirit and for ensuring that work keeps
happening. It’s also a chance for your people to talk about how they are coping and to raise any issues that are bothering them. To ensure these
regular meetings don’t fall off the radar, potentially leaving staff feeling isolated, you may wish to schedule them – once a day, or once a week
depending on how your business works.
If your team are used to working together in the office, they will be missing out on the little day-to-day interactions previously taken for granted
– the “how’s it going?”, or “how are you?” as you walk past a desk, or the office in-jokes that are part and parcel of working as a team. Consider
having a social channel on your work or instant messenger platform, or a WhatsApp group, where people can check up on each other, share
personal updates and ask each other the quick questions they would normally direct to each other in the office.
Remember also that some people may want to switch off from this social channel after hours, so they can wind down and focus on their families,
while others will find it comforting to keep in touch.

TOP
TIP

Remember that people may be missing the regular social interactions that come as part of
being a team – try as far as you can to give people a virtual channel where they can let off
steam.
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W OR K I NG F ROM HOME CAN BE LO N ELY –
S HOW THAT YOU CA RE

Companies are very keen to stress that it’s “business as usual” and their teams are working as effectively as ever using remote technology.
While this is an important message, for individuals this may not be true. People who choose to work in an office can feel very isolated when
suddenly forced to work from home. That feeling, combined with anxiety about the ongoing virus pandemic, can have a detrimental effect on
mental health which employees may feel they have to hide.
When you have calls and interactions with them, ask how they are – and mean it! If you feel they may want to talk outside the group then make a
point of following up with the offer of a one-to-one call. Make it a personal interaction – remember what they’ve told you previously and show an
interest. Asking “How did your FaceTime with your mum go last night?” or “How are the children getting on with their schoolwork?” demonstrates
that you understand them as an individual and not just an employee.
These connections are part of a good management style anyway but are more important than ever now. Remember that people have extra
pressures at the moment – children are at home, they may be concerned about elderly parents or relatives who are self-isolating, a partner’s
employment may be at risk, and they may have anxieties about their own health.
As far as possible, stick to your normal programme of support for employees – for example, if you have a Wellness Action Plan for an employee,
then hold the sessions and follow up as usual.

TOP
TIP

Although life – and business – go on, it’s important to acknowledge that for many team
members it’s far from ‘business as usual’. Take an interest and support them.
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HOW CAN I MEASU RE PERFO RM ANC E
R E M OTELY?

While you need to support your employees and their wellbeing, you do have a business to run or a team to manage, and you will want to make
sure that you are getting the best out of them in these challenging circumstances.
This is more difficult to do remotely than it is face to face, and you are more likely to miss some of the signs of poor performance that would be
obvious in a physical environment.
However, managing a remote working team is very similar to managing a local one – it’s about everyone involved understanding the expectations
of them and their responsibilities. Set very clear expectations about the standards of work expected and the timescales for completion. Make sure
your team members understand and agree when they should be available for team catch ups and client contact – and how.
Are they expected to be monitoring their emails during office hours, or at certain times of the day? Should they be available for video calls during
certain hours, or just at pre-arranged times? Use online tools for workflow management and task lists, so that everyone is clear about what needs
to be done and who by, and make sure everybody keeps them up to date.
Let staff know that you will be regularly reviewing progress and ensure you measure outputs and achievements rather than time spent on tasks.
Some people will naturally work at different speeds and in different ways – most of the time it’s the result, not the process, that’s important.

TOP
TIP

Online tools such as Slack, Microsoft Teams and task list apps can help you set expectations
and monitor progress.
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H OW SHOUL D I CORREC T PO O R
P E R F O RMA NCE REMOTE LY?

If you’ve followed the advice in the previous section, your teams should have a very clear understanding of what is expected of them. If you spot
any of them falling short, then it’s important to act as soon as you can to avoid the issue getting worse.
As soon as you identify an issue:
•
•
•
•

Define the issue simply and clearly. What was expected? What should have happened, but didn’t?
Ask yourself how well the task was set – did you communicate it effectively? Is it possible that your employee simply didn’t understand?
Was it a realistic task? Check that the employee had the time, resources and training to complete it.
Are there any external factors – illness, stress at home or IT problems – that may have contributed to the poor performance?

Once you have been through this thought process, schedule a call or video call with the employee. This conversation may actually be easier to
carry out remotely than it usually is to find a quiet space in the office!
Ask the employee whether they realised that they have missed your expectations. What do they think went wrong? Give them time to explain
what has happened, and what the reasons may be.
Find out what you can do to help them in completing the tasks allocated to them. Agree a way forward – including a new deadline and a review
date to catch up and check that the issue has been resolved. Remember that you may need to bring in external HR support so that these
procedures are conducted correctly.

TOP
TIP

Before discussing a performance issue with an employee, check that you did everything you
could to set expectations and communicate the task effectively.
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S E C URI TY A ND CONF I D ENT IALIT Y

Employees who are working from home may be handling sensitive and confidential information. It’s important that your policies and guidelines
for handling these are as robust as they are for people working from the office. Ensure that all employees have been issued with a policy which
includes advice on confidentiality, including how documents should be stored securely in your IT system.
You may need to discuss with your IT provider whether the system is as secure for remote workers as it is when they are office-based. Home
broadband connections are often less secure than business-grade ones, so you may wish to consider the use of a Virtual Private Network (VPN) –
your IT provider can help with this.
Remember that the usual data protection and GDPR regulations still apply, so make sure you check that your systems are compliant and that your
team understand their responsibilities.
When employees are making video calls, they should ensure the connection is secure and that they cannot be overheard discussing any sensitive
information. Workers should understand that they are responsible for ensuring the security of all information they handle on behalf of their
employer.
This applies to paper documents and those kept on a computer. Employees should ensure that nobody else in the household has access to
sensitive files – particularly if they are working from a shared computer. They should make sure their work accounts are password-protected and
that they log out at the end of each working session to maintain security.

TOP
TIP

Computers and devices are potential weak points when they are part of a home working
setup – make sure your IT provider understands how your team is working and enhances
security.
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B E F L EX I BL E - I T’ S NOT T HE N O RM AL
9 TO 5!

While we’re all working through the Coronavirus crisis, life is far from normal. For most employees it’s not just a case of working from home during
the usual office hours and logging off at the end of the day.
For many there are all kinds of other factors to consider – young children who need looking after because nurseries are closed, or older ones who
need support with home schooling. People may have concerns about relatives or need to go out during the day for a food shop.
All of this conspires to make the usual 9am to 5pm working day difficult to stick to for many people. As an employer you may be experiencing
some of these difficulties yourself.
It’s important to let your team know that you understand the pressures they are under and that you are able to support them by being more
flexible about working hours. They may wish to take a break during the day and pick up some work in the evenings, or at the weekends – ensure
they understand that it’s results rather than rigid working hours that you are interested in.
At the same time, make it clear when you DO need employees to be available – for example for a regular team catchup over Skype. If one
individual is unable to pick up a call or a task at a particular time, can a colleague step in? Shared work lists with tasks clearly allocated will help
cope with situations like this.

TOP
TIP

Be as fair and as flexible as you can. At some point this crisis will be over, and your
employees will appreciate you stickng by them and being flexible as much as you will
appreciate them for working through it.
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L E A RN F ROM THI S EX PE RIEN CE AN D
C HA N G E!

Nobody wanted to be in this situation and we’ve all had to change the way we work and live our lives to cope with it. However, we have seen
positives come out of it -including a renewed sense of teamwork and community spirit and an appreciation of the time we spend with friends,
family and colleagues.
One potential positive is that this experience has opened the eyes to many employers about the many benefits of remote and flexible working.
When life begins to get back to normal, we believe that many employers will retain some of the new ways of working and factor them into their
future plans.
Not everyone will work from home all of the time, of course. But it may be that some will want to do so for some of the time. Perhaps businesses
that work together will embrace videoconferencing as a way to catch up instead of travelling every time for a face to face meeting, reducing travel
and environmental impact and increasing productivity.
However this crisis has affected your business and its people, the team at Reality HR wish you the very best for the future, and we hope you have
found this guide useful.
Keep supporting and rewarding your people and take advice on how best to support them now and as life goes on.

TOP
TIP

We’ve all learned different ways of working through this crisis. Some of them may be helpful
to retain once life begins to get back to normal.

C O N TA C T U S T O D AY
If you’re a business owner and you’re having
to embrace working from home for the first
time, and you need help with engaging your
employees or getting the best out of a remote
working model, then please get in touch.
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