Provide approximately 800 words which details how employment relations has been affected at your organisation as a result of the recent global pandemic of COVID 19.  Examples could include furlough of employees, updating your remote working policy, maintaining regular communication updates across the workforce, increase in sickness levels from key workers, a huge ramp-up (such as delivery drivers) or decline of work activities, increased or decreased engagement, a better relationship between SMT and the workforce or more tensions with the same etc.
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As with all sectors and industries, the impact of the pandemic across health boards has been profound.  My organisation covers the three counties of West Wales and at the time of writing, has approximately twelve thousand staff on the payroll.

For context, it should be noted that in November 2019, the HR function had been completely redesigned to provide a deeper focus on wellbeing, engagement and staff voice.  In many ways, the pandemic has accelerated this new way of ‘doing HR’.  In parallel to the story of the pandemic itself, our employment relations story has had many twists and turns.

Recruitment and retention issues  
The issue of recruiting clinicians in Wales pre-dates the pandemic (Gallagher, 2017).  At the start of the pandemic, many retired clinicians answered the nation-wide call to return to practice from either retirement or other professions.  This was a complete change in recruitment practices and meant that huge volumes of staff could be recruited at pace.  Unlike the majority of industries, nobody was furloughed from Hywel Dda.

Working from Home
Perhaps the greatest change was the need to work from home.  Prior to the pandemic, working from home was highly unusual with only about 5% of the workforce having the facilities to do so.  Our digital team rapidly changed their systems in order to facilitate this, ordering equipment and investing in digital packages to enable home-working.  

Policies and Procedures
Interestingly, there were not many written policy changes to due to covid in the context of employment relations.  Instead, the focus and directive changed from policies to people.  There has been a clear culture change across the organisation in that we are encouraged to use compassion and relationships when interpreting policies.

An interesting change was the replacement of the ‘Grievance Procedure Policy’ with the ‘Respect and Resolution Policy’.  This embodies the above notion, acting more as a framework than an instructional policy.  The focus is increasingly on using conversation to promote informal resolution rather than official grievance channels.

Internal Communications
The organisation’s primary means of communication is a daily global email message.  The effectiveness and reach of this is questionable due to a variety of factors.  At the beginning of the pandemic, a staff Facebook page was created.  This was a closed forum where the communications team could replicate messages from the global email with the hope of reaching more staff with key messages.  Whilst this proved useful in some respects, it did provide some serious challenges.  Firstly, it became hard to police the membership of this group in relation to the turnover of staff at the time.  Members were initially able to invite their Facebook friends and there was no approval process.  Secondly, the Facebook group quickly become a discussion forum for staff.  This meant a huge increase in workload for the communications team who had to ensure all comments and discussions were replied to and did not infringe any confidential or contentious issues.

Visibility of Executives
At the beginning of the pandemic government guidance was changing rapidly, often daily.  Within the management team, there was a general fear of disengagement due to the chaotic rule changes.  As a result, the CEO began broadcasting weekly vlogs.  The subject matter ranged from operational issues, sharing recounts of his weekly activities and general messages of encouragement and gratitude for the workforce.  This was quickly followed by other members of the executive team creating their  own vlogs.  Some were to their specific departments and some were to the whole health board.  These were received favourably across the organisation.

Wellbeing
The pandemic accelerated the focus on staff wellbeing.  Whilst this was already very much on the agenda, the new regulations means that the five-year plan was effectively implemented in three months.  The organisation put a large financial investment in the Staff Psychological Wellbeing Team.  This meant that the organisation could offer a much wider range of support services, especially through virtual mediums.  

Similarly, the creation of a network of Wellbeing Champions has been impactful.  This network provides wellbeing training to any voluntary members who wish to be ambassadors for wellbeing within their department.  At the time of writing there are currently 198 training Wellbeing Champions.

The coronavirus has had a huge impact on employment relations across the whole organisation.  Whilst this is not majorly evident in the written policies, it is hugely evident through conversation.  The organisation has invested heavily in un-quantifiable things such as culture change.  As the situation progresses, I’m sure that current policies and procedures will be updated and re-written to reflect this ‘people-first’ mantra.
