Executive Summary



This report aims to examine and critically evaluate the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the employee relations climate at the Clydach Nickel Refinery (CNR). 
The literature review indicates that employee relations were significantly affected by the following megatrends: ‘decline of collective institutions’, ‘globalisation’, ‘ageing workforce’ and ‘increased participation of women in labour market’. A considerable number of political, economic, social, technological, legal, and ethical factors also had an influence on the employee relations climate during the Covid-19 pandemic. For example, the UK government’s health policies and guidelines and the intensifying financial crisis.
[bookmark: _Toc509254657]A critical analysis of CNR’s response to the outbreak of the disease and subsequent pandemic showed that CNR’s decisions had positively influenced employee relations on site. For instance, CNR’s quick response to the outbreak of disease won employees’ trust. The company also managed to safeguard employees’ sense of security and confidence due to the fact that the business remained operational and productive in spite of the ‘new normal’. A positive relationship with the union representatives allowed the company to swiftly implement new guidelines and policies required to operate safely. That cooperation was invaluable especially that many essential workers were nervous about attending work, feeling it could increase their risk of contracting the virus.
The research also found that when it comes to homeworking, burnout-preventative measures can be improved. Physical, social and temporal boundaries should be maintained, and tasks must be correctly prioritised.
Although initiated as an emergency measure, home/remote working carries a number of potential benefits and opportunities when it comes to gender diversity and inclusion, increasing productivity and improving branding. As a result, it is also recommended that homeworking should be considered a permanent feature in the post-Covid-19 era for all non-essential staff. 


Introduction




[bookmark: _Toc58171815]History of ER
Trade unions are associations of workers aiming to protect and improve pay, working conditions and rights by combining their bargaining power. The movement was born out of the Industrial Revolution and was legalised in the Trade Union Act of 1871 (Dromey, 2018). 
The Miners' Strike of 1898 provided a huge boost to unionism. By 1914, The South Wales Miners' Federation gained 200,000 members and became the largest union of any kind in the UK (BBC, 2020b). Prior to 1969, governments would treat industrial relations as a purely economic matter that did not require their intervention. During this period, called Abstentionism (O’Brien, 2018), a growth in union memberships continued (Dromey, 2018). 
1970 saw the rise of a new era in ER where governments and the courts became increasingly involved in dealings with the trade union movement. This period is referred to as Legalism (O’Brien, 2018). In 1979 union membership reached over 13 million, but since then the number steadily declined dropping to under 7 million in 2018 (Dromey, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc58171816]Synopsis of Covid-19
COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by a novel coronavirus. The majority of people infected experience mild to moderate respiratory illness, however, older people, and those with underlying medical problems are likely to develop serious illness (WHO, 2020). 
The virus emerged in Asia towards the end of 2019 and has spread to every continent except Antarctica (UNDP, 2020). On 3rd March 2020, the World Health Organization classed the outbreak as a pandemic (Pancholi, 2020). In September 2020, the global death toll passed one million (BBC, 2020a). 
The situation is seen as “the defining global health crisis of our time and the greatest challenge […] since WWII” (UNDP, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc58171817]Report aims & objectives
[bookmark: _Hlk56280392]The aim of this report is to examine and critically evaluate the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the ER climate at the Clydach Nickel Refinery (CNR). 
[bookmark: _Hlk53758559]One of the oldest in the world, the CNR is the largest and most versatile nickel refinery in Europe (Vale, 2015). It is owned by Vale, a Brazilian mining corporation, leaders in the production of iron ore and the second largest producer of nickel in the world (Vale, 2020a). The plant was opened in 1902 by Ludwig Mond, the inventor of the nickel carbonyl process (Dalling, 2019). With a headcount of 193, it produces refined nickel in the form of powder and pellets that is sold to more than 280 customers in over 30 countries around the world (Vale, 2015).
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This report consists of three main parts/objectives:
1) A literature review undertaken in order to understand  theories of ER, investigate ER climate in the UK and to evaluate the way it was affected by the Covid-19 global pandemic. 
2) A critical analysis of CNR’s response to the outbreak of disease and consequent pandemic.
3) A delivery of creative and innovative recommendations that will contribute to employee commitment, engagement and improvement in organisational performance.





Literature Review



[bookmark: _Toc58171819]The Covid-19 pandemic
As well as a health crisis, the Covid-19 pandemic is an unprecedent socio-economic disaster that has the potential to create devastating effects. The World Bank projects a 110 billion USD decline in 2020, estimating that 800 million people may not be able to meet their basic needs (UNDP, 2020). In the UK, the widespread falls in services and production output resulted in a sharp contraction during the second quarter of 2020 leading to a recession. The economy fell by 2.2% in the largest decline since quarterly records began (ONS, 2020a). 
It can be argued that the pandemic is the ultimate test in ethical leadership for management and HR. To prevent job losses, the government introduced a Furlough Scheme offering funding for the employers impacted by the Covid-19 (Gov, 2020d). Some businesses were accused of abusing it; profiteering on government financial support or asking employees to work while claiming support (Faragher, 2020). In contrast, over 80,000 companies decided to return their payments to the government after realising they were in profit (CIPD, 2020f).
The Furlough Scheme requires employers to cover NI and pension contributions, holiday pay top-ups and other employee benefits. As a result, many opted not to utilise it and used redundancies as a cost-saving solution instead (Leckey & Hopper, 2020). The way they handled redundancies differed significantly. The process requires a sensitive approach because it can be distressing, and often affects productivity and morale of the remaining workforce (CIPD, 2020e). Some businesses, like Airbnb, were praised for the manner in which they led the crisis, with professionalism, genuine regret and sadness. In contrast, Rolls-Royce’s CEO was widely criticised for seemingly smirking as he discussed layoffs of almost 18% of the workforce (Faragher, 2020). Since many employees were working from home or self-isolating, collective consultations also became a challenge. The meetings could only be done face-to-face with appropriate risk assessments and protective measures in place and remote consultations were adopted as an alternative (Leckey & Hopper, 2020; Davies & Tidey, 2020). Bird, a manufacturer of electric scooters, displayed extremely poor judgement when hundreds of its employees were informed via minutes-long Zoom calls that their jobs had been cut (Sapra, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc58171820]Theories of ER & ER climate in the UK
[image: ]
The nature of the ER relationship can be classed in three categories. In the ‘unitary approach’, all members are similar and share the same interest. The employer and employee cooperate in harmony to achieve a common goal. In contrast, the ’pluralist approach’ recognises that different interests within sub-groups can cause conflict, and therefore focuses on compromising and collective bargaining (Fox, 1966). The third approach, a modern alternative to pluralism and unitarism, is ’partnership’ between trade unions and employers where both sides act together to introduce agreed change (Michael, 1999). 
Since the 1990s, partnership became a leading model in industrial relations policy in Britain (Bacon & Samuel, 2009). Around the same time, the unions’ role became more restricted and limited mainly to consultation. In 2014, it was estimated that around half of employee representatives in the UK were non-union (ACAS, 2014a). Ongoing and issue-specific consultations, employee safety and individual grievance or disciplinary matters can be covered by a non-union representatives (ACAS, 2014b). 
[bookmark: _Toc58171821][bookmark: _Hlk56280871]Megatrends
The trends shaping economies, societies and organisations also affect the nature of work and people’s working lives (CIPD, 2013). This report focuses on four megatrends observed in the years leading to the Covid-19 pandemic that had a strong influence on ER during the outbreak: 
Decline of collective institutions
[bookmark: _Hlk56607775]A systematic imbalance of power between employers and employees, gives the former an unfair advantage over the latter (Hogbin, 2006). Trade unions redressed this disparity by engaging in collective bargaining and organising united action to protect workers’ rights (McDonald, 2018; CIPD, 2017). However, the employment laws and regulations decreased the need for collective bargaining (Bianca, 2018). The disadvantages of union membership, such as a less collaborative work environment and loss of individuality, outweighed the benefits. Unionised workers often experience less of a sense of partnership and trust with their supervisors (Keller, 2016). Also, the members of a bargaining unit in which the majority rules give away their autonomy (Hunter, 1999). As a result, 1980s and 90s saw a huge shift in employee relations. The number of memberships started dropping (Ref.1) and in 2018, fell to under 7 million (Dromey, 2018).
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During the Covid-19 pandemic UK trade unions reported a surge of new members. The change was triggered mostly by fears of redundancy and increased anxiety (Gross, et al., 2020).
Globalisation
[image: ]Technological advance reduced the costs of transport and improved communication leading to rapid growth in globalisation (Ref.2) (CIPD, 2013; Lund, et al., 2019). International supply chains allowed companies to access lower costs and more efficient production capabilities (Michalowicz, 2018), and talent pools became increasingly mobile (McHugh, 2019). 









Covid-19 placed an unprecedented burden on globalisation. The pandemic affected travel, events, workforce (Shrestha, et al., 2020), trade volumes and supply chains (Altman, 2020).

Ageing workforce
[image: ]In the years leading to the pandemic, the mean age of the population and the proportion of the population in older age groups has increased leading to ageing of the workforce (Ref.3) (CIPD, 2013). 








During the Covid-19 pandemic, older people were labelled as vulnerable and as being at greater risk of developing serious illness. It had a significant impact on ER because overzealous desires to protect older employees from a potentially deadly virus by keeping them away from the workplace without their consent would amount to age discrimination and breach of The Equality Act 2010 (Ayalon, et al., 2020).
Increased participation of women in the labour market
[image: ]For the last fifty years the percentage of females in the labour market was rising (Ref.4) driven by legislation designed to support their position in the workplace, for instance Sex Discrimination and Equal Pay Acts (CIPD, 2013).








The Covid-19 pandemic and the economic crisis that followed had a regressive effect on gender equality. Making up 39% of global employment women accounted for 54% of overall job losses. The main reason behind this was the increased burden of unpaid care, which was disproportionately carried by women (Madgavkar, et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc58171822]External factors
Bargaining power is shaped by the external environment and any changes to it have potential to shift the terms on which employers and employees interact (Bennett, et al., 2020). The external factors that impacted ER during the pandemic, were identified using PESTLE analysis, one of the most suitable tools to investigate factors that can affect the ER in an organisation (Morrison, 2017; CIPD, 2020d). Due to the character of the research subject, the analysis focused on ethical rather than environmental aspects.
[image: ]Political challenge to the status quo often leads to a clash of policies pursued by the government and the unions (Wrigley, 2015). On the 23 of March, exactly one week after the confirmation of the first Covid-related death in Wales, the country entered a 3-month lockdown. Schools and non-essential businesses were closed, events and gatherings in public were banned. People were urged to go out just once a day to shop for food and to exercise. Wherever possible, employees were told to work from home (BBC, 2020a). In response to a decision to re-open schools, the teaching union NASUWT threatened the government with industrial and legal actions (Woodcock, 2020). 
On the other hand, trade unions played a pivotal role in supporting the government when it came to imposing of new health-and-safety standards during the pandemic. Major food stores introduced social-distancing measures and installed protective screens at checkouts thanks to public appeals of the UK shopworkers’ union, USDAW (Benassi, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk56119570][image: ]With 18% of workers employed in industries most affected by lockdown measures, the impact of Covid-19 on Welsh economy was devastating. It was so severe it has potential to wipe out five years of growth (Dickins, 2020). 90% of manufacturing experienced a downturn in orders and the rate of people seeking employment rose to 8% (Thomas, 2020). 316,500 people have been paid via the Furlough Scheme to stay at home (Owen, 2020). On the 23 of October, Wales entered a 17-day ‘firebreak’ lockdown. Once more, the majority of businesses were closed, and people were told to stay home. Yet again, homeworking was strongly recommended (BBC, 2020c). At the time of writing this report, the full impact of the government’s decisions is still not known. 
Economic causes have historically been the most common reason of industrial disputes (Hirsh, 2018). When the British government outlined its financial support plans to pay self-employed workers a fixed sum of £94.25 while covering 80% of employees’ salaries, the Independent Workers Union of Great Britain (IWGB) immediately warned it would send a pre-action letter ahead of issuing proceedings for a high court judicial review (Booth, 2020).
[image: ]The desire to get improvements of a policy considered to be unfair is a common cause of strikes (Maurice, et al., 1986). In their statement, IWGB labelled the government’s proposal to differentiate between self-employed and salaried workers as socially unjust and amounting to discrimination (Booth, 2020). Homeworking policy was also frequently considered unfair. Public health experts around the world were recommending that employees should work from home to prevent the virus from spreading around workplaces and public transport. However, not all jobs could be performed remotely, and it was often blamed for escalating inequalities amongst workers (Law, 2020). The number of individual claims lodged at employment tribunals in the first months of lockdown has surged and it is expected to increase further (CIPD, 2020a).
[image: ]In 1969, The Washington Post published an article by Alan Kiron, about how computers and new communication tools would change life and work. In 1980, futurist Alvin Toffler predicted the rise in home working. And yet, despite technological advance, the transition has been slow (Waters-Lynch, 2020). The main reason why these predictions never came to fruition was employers’ reluctance to let go of control (Dundon, et al., 2020). The outbreak of Covid-19 changed the situation overnight. Much of the world was placed in lockdown and many workers were having to work from home as a result (ibid.). In April 2020, 86.0% of people working from home in the UK,  did so as a result of the pandemic (ONS, 2020b).
[image: ]To tackle the spread of the virus, the British government introduced the Coronavirus Act 2020. The Welsh government implemented further legal regulations imposing strict restrictions on the operation of businesses, some of which had been required to close temporarily (GOV, 2020a). Many businesses were severely hit by the governments’ decisions. Shares in consumer-facing groups plunged and sales fell dramatically (Hancock, 2020). It is estimated that by August 2020, UK has shed almost 750,000 jobs (Owen, 2020). The businesses having to make job cuts were obliged to follow the applicable legislation; the Equality Act (2010) and the Employment Rights Act (1996) (Bowen, 2020). 
Countless organisations, including those that were allowed to stay open, were forced to accelerate their cost-reduction targets, modify their operating models, and redefine their functional priorities (McKinsey&Co., 2020). Some were accused of failing to comply with Health and Safety Executive (HSE), for instance, the clothes manufacturer for Boohoo was accused of pressuring their suppliers to continue operating during lockdown and putting workers at risk of COVID-19 (Nilsson, 2020).
[image: ]The organisation can be perceived unfair if  policies and procedures are inconsistent (CIPD, 2019). For instance, Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992 as amended by the Health and Safety (Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulations 2002 apply to any staff working from home the same way if they were used in the office (HSE, 2008). Risk assessments and appropriate training are required to prevent potential conflict.
Homeworking gives employees a more effective work-life balance leading to reduced overhead expenditures, turnover, improving morale and increasing productivity (McQuerrey, 2020), but it can also lead to the loss of interaction with colleagues and leave some employees feeling isolated (CIPD, 2020b). Animal studies have showed that isolation can lead to a reduction of brain volume in areas responsible for decision-making and socialising, learning, memory and emotions (CIPD, 2020c). 
Also, a recent study showed that 44% of workers who embraced homeworking are working longer and harder often facing major distractions and therefore are at greater risk of exhaustion or so-called burnout. Family interactions and home-schooling are placing additional burdens especially on female workers (Dundon, et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc509254658]ACAS (2020) recommends that employers should support employees in adjusting to remote working. Individuals' needs, for example childcare responsibilities, a long-term health condition or a disability should also be considered.





Findings



CNR’s response to the outbreak of the Covid-19 and subsequent pandemic was carried out using a SWOT analysis. This method was chosen due to the fact that it can provide a better understanding of the strengths and weaknesses, but also help to spot and anticipate future threats and opportunities (CIPD, 2018).
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[bookmark: _Toc58171824]Strengths
Quick response 
Vale started taking the necessary measures to protect its employees two months before the Covid-19 outbreak was declared a pandemic (Pancholi, 2020). The actions designed to preserve the business continuity in a safe manner by containing and mitigating infections were coordinated and standardised across the organisation and in its response the company had to obey the health and safety protocols established by the authorities and agencies of each country it operates in (VALE, 2020b). 
[bookmark: _Hlk56286261]When introducing a new health policy, governments have to consider a complex range of factors, for instance, financial concerns, public willingness to comply, culture and values, and concerns about privacy and freedoms (Oliver, 2020). As a result, the political response to Covid-19 differed significantly across borders making it harder for global corporations like Vale/CNR to set a standardised procedure. Nevertheless, cross-departmental Crisis Committees were swiftly set up in each site to create and deploy the COVID-19 Pandemic Preparedness and Response Plan. 
Job security
CNR has not been affected by temporary closures, furloughing or redundancies due to the fact that the business was classed as essential. The refinery supplies nickel to transport, energy and the medical equipment manufacturing sectors, and therefore it remained operational. Customer demand stayed solid and production figures continued a strong performance.
Focus on safety, physical and mental health & wellbeing
Supporting employees to feel and be safe as they carry out their work was always high on the CNR’s agenda, but during the pandemic it became a vital element of managing ER. While the refinery was permitted to operate, it was required to do so safely in a way that complied with the Health Protection (Coronavirus Restrictions Wales) Regulations 2020 (GOV, 2020a). The company has not only fully adhered to new guidelines but reassessed the range of benefits already available to employees. The existing package was upgraded to include 24/7 access to GP appointments and Covid-19 care assistance. The employees identified as vulnerable due to their age or existing health conditions were advised to consider isolation on full pay and all ‘home workers’ were offered financial support to improve their working conditions and to purchase suitable equipment and furniture.
Relationship with the union representatives
CNR recognised Unite the Union to bargain on behalf of their members (UNITE, 2020). Having a single body for negotiating terms and conditions for workers is simpler than dealing with everyone individually, and it makes employees feel more involved in the way the business is run and encourages trust and commitment among the workforce (NIB, 2020). 
CNR prides itself in having a great relationship with the internal and regional union representatives. This close, based on trust, ‘partnership’ was extremely beneficial during the pandemic. When the Welsh government’s Preventative Guidance (GOV, 2020b) was adopted as a means of promoting respect for life through the protection of employees’ health, the union representatives worked closely with the company to implement and enforce new rules, tirelessly promoting them amongst the workers, especially those oblivious to the risk of infection, as potential breach could trigger disciplinary and grievance proceedings. 
Homeworking
CNR followed the government’s recommendation and instructed all non-essential staff to work from home (ACAS, 2020b). It gave them the benefit of flexibility in terms of caring responsibilities. This was especially helpful in the light of the disease affecting the most vulnerable family members (elderly and persons with underlying health issues) and schools and nurseries being closed.
HR worked closely with the union representatives while implementing working from home guidance. It was critical, to ensure all employees understood the reasoning behind the company’s decision, especially that many essential workers were nervous about attending work and feeling it could increase their risk of contracting the virus.
Issue of company equipment 
Advances in technology allowed an agile and seamless transition to homeworking as employees were able to carry on with their jobs without impact on their productivity. However, while digital technologies made homeworking possible and kept business functioning (Dundon, et al., 2020), the outbreak of Covid-19 saw a significant increase in cyber-attacks (Irwin, 2020). Remote working offers less protection, control and visibility when it comes to data security and it tends to be challenging also when it comes to complying with the GDPR (Dundon, et al., 2020). 
To prevent potential problems, CNR’s employees were issued with company laptops and PCs with a Virtual Private Network (VPN), anti-malware software and Multi Factor Authentication (MFA) in place to ensure a secure connection and access to data. 
[bookmark: _Toc58171825]Weaknesses
Increased stress levels 
During the pandemic, the numerous factors can cause stress to employees. The most obvious is fear for safety (Xiang, et al., 2020; Taylor, et al., 2020). Employees were most definitely worried about threat and risk of infection and their anxiety would be amplified by the constant media exposure (Garfin, et al., 2020). The other element adding to the stress would be financial loss and job insecurity (Brooks, et al., 2020). While jobs at CNR remained secure, it could not be said about many other businesses around Wales. Whether expected or sudden, redundancies can have a negative impact on the family members’ mental health (Mendolia, 2009).
Studies carried out during other epidemics showed the negative impact that school closures  had on parents and their work performance (Johnson, et al., 2008). CNR’s decision to allow employees to work from home gave them the benefit of flexibility but could not prevent potential worry about balancing productivity with family life (NSPCC, 2020). Quarantine itself can have a negative psychological impact on people. They are more likely to report exhaustion, detachment, anxiety, irritability, insomnia, poor concentration and indecisiveness (Brooks, et al., 2020). 
CNR’s actions that aimed at employees’ mental health and wellbeing mitigated their stress and anxiety, but due to the character of disease it was impossible to eliminate them completely.
[bookmark: _Toc58171826]Opportunities
Homeworking
Although initiated as an emergency measure, homeworking is now being considered by Vale/CNR to be implemented permanently. This carries a number of potential opportunities/benefits. Foremost, homeworking improves gender inclusion, because women are more likely to be primary carers and it automatically puts them in a disadvantaged position when it comes to career opportunities and advancement (Martin, 2020). Introducing remote work opportunities also increases employees’ productivity (Westfall, 2020; Caremela, 2020; Bloom, 2014), opens up the talent pool (Brown, 2019), improves employees’ happiness, engagement and ultimately reduces turnover (O'Brien, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc58171827]Threats
Workforce-related operational difficulties
Vale/CNR remains realistic about the character of Covid-19 and workforce-related operational difficulties it may cause. The pandemic has placed an unprecedented burden on trade volumes and supply chains throughout the world (Altman, 2020) and the virus may still affect its customers as well as its extensive logistics and supply chain (Pancholi, 2020). 
Burnout
[bookmark: _Toc509254670]CNR followed ACAS guidance to prevent exhaustion, but more could be done to prevent the potential threat. The best way to avoid burnout is to encourage employees to maintain physical and social boundaries, support them in maintaining temporal boundaries and help them focusing on most important work (Giurge & Bohns, 2020).
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Conclusion




The aim of this report was to examine and critically analyse the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the ER climate at the Clydach Nickel Refinery (CNR). The research that was carried out leads to the following conclusions:
1) [bookmark: _Hlk56281757]CNR responded quickly to the Covid-19 outbreak and promptly adopted government’s guidelines. In doing so, the company secured employees’ trust. 
2) The character of the business meant that the refinery remained operational. The demand for company’s products also remained high. In a time of extreme economic uncertainty, it gave employees a great deal of security and confidence. These feelings were strengthened even further by the excellent production performance figures achieved in spite of the ‘new normal’.
3) A Positive relationship with the union representatives allowed the company to swiftly implement the new guidelines and policies required to operate safely. 
4) Employees’ confidence was bolstered by CNR’s focus on their wellbeing, safety, physical and mental health.  
5) The study found that it is not possible to entirely eliminate the psychological impact of the pandemic and some employees will find their stress levels increased. By focussing on mental health and wellbeing, the company helped to mitigate the anxieties.
6) Many of CNR’s non-essential workers benefit from the flexibility linked to homeworking in terms of childminding and caring responsibilities.
7) Issuing company equipment to employees allowed them to work from home and eliminated the need of buying new equipment. At the same time, it helped to prevent any potential security and GDPR-related issues. 
8) While the company addressed the issue of burnout and followed ACAS recommendations, more could be done to prevent it. CNR supported employees in adjusting to remote working by addressing their individuals' needs, but it did not tackle physical and social boundaries, temporal  boundaries or prioritising of tasks.
9) Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak homeworking was not particularly popular and was not promoted across the site, however, the ‘new normal’ showed that if implemented and managed correctly, it is something that can benefit employees and be beneficial for the company. 

Research limitations
The main limitation of this research is its timescale. During the time this report was written, the Covid-19 pandemic was still ongoing, and a full impact and scale of the disease is not fully known. The same applies to the effects of CNRs decisions. A full analysis will not be possible until the pandemic is over.
Suggestions for future research
This study provides important insights into the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on  employee relations at CNR, however, an additional primary research aiming to gather and analyse the opinions and views of employees and union representatives would be highly beneficial as it would allow much better understanding of its consequences.
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Recommendations



1) It is recommended that burnout-preventative measures are expanded as follows:
Maintaining physical and social boundaries - Dressing up and commuting mark an important physical and social transition between ‘home’ and ‘work’. The company should encourage employees to put on their work clothes every morning and replace daily commuting with a short walk so the boundaries are maintained (Giurge & Bohns, 2020; Vozza, 2016). 
Maintaining temporal boundaries - Line managers must aid employees in structuring, coordinating, and managing the pace of work by holding regular online/phone meetings. According to a recent study, people working from home often feel compelled to respond swiftly to after-hours work emails, even when they are not urgent. While enforcing 9-5 schedules may prove unrealistic and undesired, CNR should consider putting a cap on employees working excessive hours and/or encourage them to utilise the “out of office” reply feature, so boundaries can be maintained (Giurge & Bohns, 2020).
Prioritising tasks - Working from home can lead to employees feeling compelled to appear productive and focusing on more immediate rather than more important tasks (Giurge & Bohns, 2020). Workers, especially those facing increased workloads due to family and caring responsibilities, should be supported by their managers when it comes to prioritising workload.

2) It is recommended that homeworking becomes a permanent feature in the post-Covid-19 era for all non-essential staff. The potential benefits are outlined below:
Gender diversity and inclusion - Working from home provides employees with the possibility to integrate the work and family domains, by better balance of childcare responsibilities and paid work (Chung & van der Lippe, 2018). Caring for the family often results in work-life conflicts that in turn, can lead to a restriction in career opportunities and advancement. Since women are proportionately more likely to be primary carers it automatically puts them into a disadvantaged position. For instance, there is a common perception that if something happens at home, the woman must take time off work to deal with it (Martin, 2020). 

Productivity boost - Well planned and organised homeworking can increase employees’ productivity (Westfall, 2020; Caremela, 2020; Bloom, 2014). One of the pre-pandemic experiments showed that workers were 13% more productive when working from home (Lufkin, 2020). They also work longer hours, take fewer breaks, and take less sick time than their office counterparts (Brown, 2019).
Employer of choice - Introducing remote work opportunities widens the talent pool, as the employers are no longer limited by the area they operate in (Brown, 2019). Providing the option to work remotely also signals flexibility, that is highly valued by many candidates. Not having to deal with commuter traffic every day can improve employee happiness, engagement and ultimately reduce turnover. Happy workers are more likely to praise the company on social media, further increasing the positive sentiment around the employer’s brand (O'Brien, 2016).

Homeworking carries some risks, and therefore the process should be managed properly and be coordinated by the HR department.
According to ACAS (2020), employers should ensure employees have the right equipment to work safely and talk to them about how they might improve working from home arrangements. The ownership of issuing the company equipment is to be given to IT, the department and the process should be standardised across the site. To secure employees’ engagement, it is recommended that the proposed change will be consulted with the union representatives and communicated directly via the employees focus group to the non-unionised staff. 
The managers should keep in regular contact with their employees, including making sure they do not feel isolated (ACAS, 2020). Wellbeing classes and targeted support are also known to be very beneficial in mitigating risks to employees’ mental health (Faragher, 2020).
The financial support to improve homeworking conditions should be maintained and included in the budget going forward. However, the review of allowance is strongly recommended as some homeworking expenses must be reported to HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC), as they can carry tax, National Insurance and reporting obligations (GOV, 2020c).
An estimated timescale to implement the homeworking procedure and update an existing policy is 6 months after the end of the Covid-19 pandemic. The stability of the post-Covid period is required to offset the negative effects of the ongoing pandemic and gain a full picture of the opportunities available.
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“Employee relations (ER) has replaced industrial relations as the term for defining the relationship

between employers and employees” (CIPD, 2017).




