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It has been a long year since the Government issued “stay at home” advice over the threat of Covid-19. During that time we’ve had to change 
the way we live, work and socialise – and for most individuals and businesses, there have been challenges to overcome along the way.

Now, there is hope of a way out. Ever since the Prime Minister set out his “Roadmap” for the gradual easing of restrictions, thoughts have turned 
to a foreseeable return to some kind of normal life.

The Government currently predicts that the advice to work from home where possible will remain until at least late June this year, but now is the 
time to start thinking about how you will be asking your people to work in the future.

That may include a return to the workplace, or perhaps a blend that includes some home working. It may not be easy – while we are all looking 
forward to the changes, we should not underestimate how difficult it will be for some people, and some businesses, to make the adjustment.
Just as we kept employers informed during our Reset and Rebalance phases, Reality HR’s specialists are now here to support you during this next 
stage, which we are calling Rebuild.  

To help employers, we’ve launched a Rebuild Back to the Workplace Health Check which can help identify and address issues employers may 
come up against along the way.

We also thought it was important for employers to have a “ HR Roadmap” of their own to help plan ahead during this crucial phase. So here’s our 
advice on some of the key issues.

Sally-Ann Hall-Jones
CEO | REALITY HR
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INTRODUCTION
After a long period of home working and social distancing, your people may be anxious about a return to the workplace. How will they be kept 
safe? What sanitising and cleaning regimes will be in place? How close will they be expected to sit with or work alongside their colleagues? Add 
into the mix that workplaces may have changed over the year – you may have new premises, or have downsized, or have different desk layouts.

We suggest you complete a workplace risk assessment to help ensure safety and reassure your teams. Make sure any safety requirements, such 
as hand sanitising stations and signs to remind people to keep their distance, are in place where needed. Think about the space you will need 
to maintain safe occupancy levels while social distancing. You could consider lateral flow testing which is available for free if you register before  
March 31. Your employees can be tested twice a week in the workplace - this is only available for staff who can’t work at home.

Make sure there are clear protocols for elements like working patterns, hot-desking and cleaning down, one-way systems, marked entrances and 
exits, and communal areas. Think about your teams and whether there are any roles that should be prioritised for a return to the workplace. Think 
also about individuals – are there some whose personal circumstances, caring responsibilities or health issues mean they should continue working 
from home?

A discussion with staff may be helpful here, to help you understand their preferences, concerns and experiences of flexible working. It is crucial 
to communicate your plans, policies and protocols clearly and give your people the opportunity to ask questions or give feedback well ahead of 
the date when you expect them to return.

WORKPLACE SAFETY AND RISK 
ASSESSMENTS01

Click for more information:
 
Return to the Workplace Q+A     |     Return to the Workplace checklist

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/reality-hr-reset-return-to-the-workplace-qa/
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Reality-HR-back-to-work-checklist_March-2021.pdf


The question we are most often asked is whether employers can insist that their people have a Covid-19 vaccine. There’s a short answer – no. The 
vaccine is not mandatory and you cannot force anyone to have it.

However, you could and should encourage staff to be vaccinated – the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 provides a basis for this by stating that 
employers must take reasonable steps to reduce any workplace risks.

In some working environments – for example, nursing homes – you may be able to issue a “reasonable instruction” that staff should be vaccinated, 
because refusal could put vulnerable people at risk. Tread carefully here because the nature of a “reasonable instruction” depends on the business.
The Reality HR team can support you if you want to explore this course of action.

The same goes for testing – many employers may offer workplace testing but you cannot enforce an employee to be tested. Health data, such 
as test results, has special protection so you will need to make sure it is stored in compliance with GDPR regulations. In some circumstances 
employers could consider disciplinary action against someone who refuses a test – but please take HR advice first.

A small number of your staff may be reluctant to get the vaccine or not be able to have it because of a medical reason. For employees, where 
the reason is genuine, you should take other steps with regards to ensuring they have a safe working environment, such as allowing them to work 
remotely. 
 

VACCINATIONS FOR YOUR STAFF02 03

Click for more information:
 
Our vaccination Q+A     |     Vaccination factsheet

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/can-i-insist-on-employees-having-the-covid-vaccination-qa/
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Vaccines-and-Testing-Factsheet-March-2021_f.pdf


VACCINATIONS FOR YOUR STAFF

The past year will have been a bruising experience for your teams. They may have been separated by home working and you may have lost some 
people to redundancy or recruited staff who have never met their colleagues.

Some organisations may be planning for hybrid working as an interim measure as they consider longer-term decisions on more flexible ways of 
working. Others may be keen to get “back to normal” with teams fully back in the workplace.

Either way, think carefully about how you bring your people together – it’s not just a case of throwing them into a workplace and hoping they work 
it out.

In some ways, all your people will be re-onboarding, so give them time and space to get used to workplace life again, just as you would with a 
new employee. Encourage members of the team who have been around for longer to mentor and support new recruits. Induction programmes 
for new employees should also include any new ways of working and risk assessments to help them settle into a new environment.

And, of course, make it clear that lines of communication to managers are open so that anybody, at any time, can raise concerns or talk about 
how they are feeling.

A change in dynamic in the team could also affect communication and productivity. An Insights Discovery process can get to the bottom of the 
personality types on your team, and help you create a more collaborative and productive environment.

REBUILDING YOUR TEAMS03

Click for more information:
 
What is Insights Discovery?

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/insights-discovery/
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Different personalities react very differently to change – so while some will ease back into the workplace with few problems, others will struggle.

Those who resist when asked to return may be feeling anxious, and those who appear to be coping may be finding it harder than you think.

Now, more than ever, the physical and mental wellbeing of your people should be at the top of the agenda – it is critical to a healthy, happy and 
productive workforce. Encouraging your people to get regular breaks away from the workspace and get outside for exercise is important.

Hybrid working can benefit work/life balance – for example, by reducing commuting time and encouraging work/life balance. It may also bring 
challenges in managing the boundaries between work and home. You should always consider the needs and requests of your people and your 
business to decide if this would work for you.

There are a number of ways you can support your people. Having a Wellness Action Plan for each member of staff can help identify and prevent 
problems such as issues at home, decreased motivation and lost productivity.

An Employee Assistance Programme, with the offer of free and confidential counselling, can be a lifeline to those who need someone to talk to.
It is vital to ensure your line managers are aware of your commitment to promoting wellbeing, communicate it well, and are trained to recognise 
and address issues when they come along. 

WELLBEING AND MENTAL HEALTH04

Click for more information:
 
Practical ways to support your teams     |     Guide to Wellness Action Plans     |     Wellbeing Toolkit

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/practical-ways-to-support-your-teams-mental-health-and-performance/
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wellness-action-plan-wap/
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Reality-HR-wellbeing-workshop-invite-1.pdf


Flexible working was becoming increasingly common before the pandemic – but for lots of us, the lockdown forced a huge reappraisal of whether 
there was a need for staff to be in the workplace from 9am to 5pm. A recent report by the CiPD found that after the pandemic, working from home 
on a regular basis is expected to rise to 37% of the workforce, roughly double the pre-crisis average of 18%. 

The trend is definitely towards “hybrid” or blended working – a balance of being in the workplace for some of the week and at home for the 
remainder. The Reality HR team worked flexibly well before the pandemic and are advocates of its benefits to employers and employees alike in 
terms of productivity and work/life balance.

However, there is no single solution that fits every employer, so the needs and requests of your people need to be carefully weighed up against 
the needs of your business. Bringing in a flexible or hybrid model may require a cultural shift in your organisation, with new policies and practices 
(go to section 6 for more details on contracts).

Workers may feel they have proven that remote or flexible working can be productive, so expect that you may experience a number of flexible 
working requests even if you would prefer a return to the workplace.

Employers are obliged to consider these requests but not obliged to grant them if there are good reasons not to. For example, if everybody asks 
to work from home on a Friday, you might have a problem!

HYBRID AND FLEXIBLE WORKING05

Click for more information:
 
How to handle flexible working requests     |     Flexible working requests factsheet

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/reality-hr-reset-how-to-handle-flexible-working-requests/
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Flexible-working-requests-March-2021_f.pdf
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You may have people with a backlog of holiday and need to work with them to find a solution that works for them and the business. People who 
have worked with children at home throughout the pandemic may feel it is reasonable to ask to work from home during the school holidays.

Judge each case on its merits and make decisions that are fair, consistent and well-communicated.

A word on contracts. If your people have contracts that specify working hours or locations, or if your working practices are significantly changing, 
for example by shifting to a blended working model, then they may need updating. The CiPD advises that where employees make a formal 
request for hybrid working through a flexible working policy (and the request is accepted) this will amount to a formal change to terms and 
conditions of employment.

Hybrid working (and indeed other forms of flexible working) can also be undertaken on an informal basis without a contractual change. You should 
make sure that employees and managers understand the differences and the implications of both.  Seek HR advice now to avoid problems later.

HOLIDAYS AND CONTRACTS06

Click for more information:
 
Employee contracts

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/contracts-of-employment-and-employee-handbooks/


MANAGING BLENDED WORKING TEAMS07
If you have had teams working from home throughout the pandemic, you’re probably used to that by now and, hopefully, have effective strategies 
for motivating and supporting your people.

However if you are expecting to shift to a blended working model once restrictions lift, don’t be tempted to think all of the same principles apply.
While some of the solutions that apply to home working can also work for a hybrid model, there are other challenges that are specific to blended 
working.

Communicating with your teams can be more challenging when some are there in person and others are working remotely. Keeping track of who 
is where, doing what and when can be tricky. Beware of any resentment between colleagues if some are permitted to work from home while others 
are required in the office or place of work.

Consider holding meetings online by default to ensure that each attendee has a similar experience of the meeting. If employees in the workplace 
meet face to face but remote working colleagues attend remotely, this can lead to “presence disparity” and problems with communication. Using 
workflow chat systems such as Teams and Slack can help greatly here – allowing people to see and respond to communications when they are 
ready to receive them, and reducing the need  for long meetings.

You may need to redefine expectations and put processes in place to ensure your people are where they need to be, when you need them. Having 
well-signposted and easy to follow policies will help make blended working work smoothly, if it’s right for your business.

Click for more information:
 
Managing a team of remote workers     |     Toolkit     |     Join our webinar on May 6

https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/managing-a-team-of-remote-workers.pdf
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Reality-HR-Rebalance-toolkit_v4.pdf
https://www.hampshirechamber.co.uk/event/managing-performance-in-remote-blended-teams/


If you are in a position to add to your workforce, now is potentially a surprisingly good time to recruit. Sadly, many talented people have lost jobs 
during this unstable period through no fault of their own. This is devastating for those businesses and individuals affected but does mean that the 
number of good candidates who will be looking for work in the coming months is greatly increased. Different markets are booming and in these 
industries employers need to act fast so as not to lose good candidates, an employer on the lookout may be able to find people who simply 
wouldn’t be on the market in normal times.

The rise in remote working also opens up a new pool of candidates for employees who don’t need their people to live within commuting distance 
of a workplace. This could enable access to the very best talent – especially when the flexibility remote working brings is becoming more and 
more attractive to employees.

It’s important to get recruitment right at every stage of the process, from identifying the job role to advertising it, screening, interviews, right 
through to employment checks, hiring and onboarding your new employee. As a reminder, retrospective right to work checks must be carried out 
within 8 weeks of the Covid-19 measures ending. Virtual checks completed during lockdown measures should be kept for your records alongside 
your physical check. For more information, please check the Government website here.

The team at Reality HR can advise on recruitment, and also help with some or all of the processes, depending on how much support you need.
Also, don’t forget that there are huge incentives for employers who are able to take on apprentices – There is a £3,000 cash payment to 
employers who hire apprentices between April 1 and September 30 2021. For more information please visit: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/
incentive-payments-for-hiring-a-new-apprentice.

RECRUITMENT08

Click for more information:
 
Supercharge your recruitment process

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-right-to-work-checks
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/incentive-payments-for-hiring-a-new-apprentice
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/incentive-payments-for-hiring-a-new-apprentice
https://www.realityhr.co.uk/how-reality-hr-can-supercharge-your-recruitment-process/
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