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The Coronavirus (Covid-19) crisis has already had a comprehensive impact on all our lives, from our personal lives to our professional lives. I am employed within the health and social care sector, and the potential impact that this virus could have on our customers and organisation is phenomenal.

Furlough

Furlough was implemented at the end of March to relieve companies struggling to pay for staff whilst unable to open. This was also extended to those that were in receipt of a ‘shielding’ letter form the NHS due to a medical condition, or those within the ‘at risk’ category. The furlough scheme has been implemented within our organization for those in receipt of a shielding letter, and for those where work was not deemed necessary operationally, for example gardeners etc. At present the scheme has been extended until the end of June, however it will be extended further although there are uncertainties over how the costs will be met after August. To ensure that furlough was introduced to employees correctly, each employee was informed of the process, and signed in agreement. Regular contact has been made with all staff throughout the period of furlough. Out of 270 members of staff, there are currently 15 on furlough leave. As an organisation we have been successful in distributing the workload across the remaining team. An original contingency plan was made on the assumption that the service may potentially be run on 40% staffing levels, therefore we have been fortunate that our service has been able to continue as normal, and our sickness levels have even decreased to 3% from 15%. We have been able to use the situation to our advantage and recruit more staff, and as a result of this the local authority have requested us to service some of their packages which they have been unable to service due to illness. We have also been able to take on extra care packages of our own.

Updated H&S policy

Throughout the pandemic, the government have been advocates of stringent handwashing and social distancing measures to combat the spread of the disease. More recently the government have introduced the covid-safe work guidance which advises employers on the measures which they should be taking within the workplace when businesses begin to re-open to reduce the spread of the disease. 

To ensure compliance, we have updated our health & safety policy to contain provisions for coronavirus and consulted with employees to ensure that their concerns are considered when creating the policy. Measures that we have taken include running the office on skeleton staff, desk dividers, antibacterial gel and cleaning products her desk, additional cleaning within the office environment, dissemination of health & safety information for all staff to see in the form of posters and social media posts etc.

Remote working

Due to the nature of our work, it is essential that we are present in the office. As a result of coronavirus, we were forced to make decisions on remote working within a very limited timeframe. After quick consultation with each affected employee, we decided on an office Rota to be run with skeleton staff, to ensure a presence and to answer phone calls etc., and Microsoft teams was set up on everyone’s laptop. 

It has been difficult to adjust to remote working; however we are especially fortunate as all of our information systems were cloud based, and allowed a remote working structure. We have utilised Zoom to conduct interviews and other important meetings and we have received positive feedback on the use of these tools. Although remote working has been forced on to us in less than ideal circumstances, many changes have been made for the better because of this. Many of our processes have been streamlined, and it has aided organizational development and sustainability, 

Regular communication

We are fortunate to use Yammer, a social media function for work environments within our organisation. This allows us to share information quickly and effectively, It also allows us to communicate with staff within a messenger format.

We have communicated with our employees, customers, and customers families on a weekly basis, or at more regular intervals depending on how the situation unfolds.

Decrease in sickness levels

Contrary to our original beliefs, the sickness levels within our organisation have decreased substantially. I believe that this is because of the inability for staff to take part in social activities outside of the workplace which then have a detrimental effect on their work. Much of our sickness is classed as short term, with days here and there. For example, we have a lot of sickness on weekends, bank holidays and Christmas, however the inability to socialize outside of the workplace has impacted on these absences. 

Decline in day to day work activities

Interestingly, there has been no decline in our day to day work activities and in fact there are certain aspects of our HR function which are busier than ever, for example recruitment and training and development.

There are less staff misconduct issues, and the focus appears to have shifted away from these towards staffs concerns regarding health and safety, PPE etc.

In conclusion, we have been extremely fortunate with our response to the coronavirus, and the dedication of our staff throughout such an alarming time. We hear of other residential and care settings that have suffered awful rates of infection and disgruntled employees. I believe that we are fortunate to have robust communication methods, and that we acted quickly and diligently in coordinating our response to the pandemic, ensuring that our employees were consulted with and informed in the process.
