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In March 2020 the Government’s Public Health Advice was to work from home (where possible) to reduce the spread of COVID 19.  ACAS issued guidance to Employers ensuring they had the knowledge and support to manage the situation safely (Webber, 2020).  ACAS guidance advised employers of their responsibilities to Employees whilst working from home; including Health and Safety; Wellbeing; Equipment and Technology and highlighting the importance of clarity and communication for employees.   At the core of the guidance sits the importance of being practical, sensible and flexible (ACAS, 2020).  At Maximus, we had to shift our operations to home working fairly quickly.  Employee communication was clear that staff and customer safety would be at the forefront of all decisions made.  The Employment, Skills and Disability (ESD) business within Maximus was praised by Commissioners for the speedy and slick transition to homeworking, whilst ensuring all customers were kept informed throughout, and were able to access services remotely. 
Maximus has utilised the Government’s Job Retention Scheme for a number of Employees which was a decision that wasn’t taken lightly.  Communication is clear that the organisation is doing everything they can for these colleagues to return to work as soon as it is safe to do so.   The Government introduced this scheme to support workers during this crisis to ensure they were able to retain their employment.  As the crisis continued it became clear that the scheme needed to allow for increased flexibility and a further extension.  The CIPD lobbied for these changes and on the 12th May, the Chancellor confirmed this would take place.  The CIPD confirmed this now allows businesses time to gradually introduce colleagues back into the workplace where possible and retain employees’ jobs (Bourley, 2020). No employees within ESD in Wales have been furloughed.  We, along with our Commissioners are keen to ensure we can continue providing support to our customers.  It is more challenging to continue to deliver the Employability agenda during this crisis but we have had to adapt our delivery to support customers remotely.
A People Management and CIPD Poll revealed that Employers’ biggest concern is the wellbeing of their staff.  Anxiety is a natural, appropriate response to the pandemic.  Individuals are uncertain over the future of their jobs and communication is crucial to supporting employees (Churchill, 2020).  The communication from Maximus has been frequent.  Employees have daily check-ins.  Senior Managers throughout the business provide weekly updates for staff.  The internal website has a dedicated page with COVID-19 related information for staff to access.  Webinars have been created to support Staff Wellbeing.  Staff training has been adapted and increased for Managers to effectively support their teams.  Non- work related activities have been vital in keeping people’s spirits up.  Some colleagues can be feeling isolated working from home.  Often, creating a feeling of togetherness even when teams aren’t together can help with isolation (Faragher, 2020).  Maximus have encouraged colleagues to join a social media site to interact with others across all Maximus UK businesses.  Quizzes, Talent Contests, Bake-Offs are amongst many activities that have been introduced to increase the sense of togetherness. 
The induction of new starters is always critical to ensure they are more likely to stay with the business.  On boarding in many organisations is now being carried out remotely.  One of the most important elements missing is the introduction to the team.  Glassdoor has developed a remote orientation programme; shortening some of its learning sessions, involving fewer facilitators and providing virtual introductions to the team (Howlett, 2020).  In Maximus, we have reviewed our induction process and adapted it for remote use.  Virtual introductions to the teams have been taking place.  The importance of the buddy role has been stepped up with increased emphasis on daily check-ins.  Observations of customer appointments take place virtually.  In Wales, we have already inducted two new starters remotely with more due to start early next month. 
Maximus is considering what a return to the office will look like in terms of social distancing, PPE, numbers of staff and customers that would be allowed in the office at any one time so that a return can safely take place when appropriate.  CIPD (2020) discuss how employers need to start thinking about what a gradual return to work over an extended period looks like with the main aim of taking care of employees’ health and wellbeing.  Flexible, remote working and continued wellbeing support should still be very much a focus.  The CIPD is advising employers to consider if a return is essential, safe and if it’s a mutual agreement (CIPD, 2020).  Facebook and Google have declared plans to reopen offices but are allowing more flexibility around home working.  This is likely to suit many employers whilst they are redesigning their office spaces to allow for social distancing (BBC News, 2020).
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