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Adjusting to the new normal – what employers need to consider 
when planning a return to work 

With the new government advice allowing some people to go back to work, it can be a complicated time for 
employers trying to balance the need to get back to business, with a duty to keep all employees and customers 
safe and well. The situation is made more challenging by the fact the rules are slightly different across England, 
Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

We have compiled a quick checklist of the areas which all employers need to be considering at this challenging time: 

1. Safety, extra measures and precautions

The government has issued clear guidance for a number of industries on the measures they need to take to be able to open safely so 
it’s important to be thinking about any changes that would be required to enable workers to return, with social distancing in place. 

Physical elements like providing barriers, markers and PPE if appropriate, will need to be considered. Shared areas like coffee 
machines, kitchens and washrooms will also need new approaches to keep them safe. 

Phased start and finish times for different groups of staff and enhanced cleaning regimes are also areas for businesses to think 
about. These all need to be resolved before any staff can come back into work. 

2. Employees’ feelings of anxiety

With the incredibly strong stay at home message and the fact the virus is still around, there will understandably be a reluctance among 
many people to even consider coming back to work and this will need to be acknowledged and tackled sensitively by employers. 

While people who have hated the isolation of working from home, or being furloughed, will be happy to come back in, others 
might be terrified by the idea, particularly if they travel by public transport normally. 

3. Communication and clarity of message

It will be more important than ever for all members of the organisation to understand exactly what is expected of them and when 
things are going to happen. Clear communication to all teams about any measures to bring them back to work, and how to voice 
their fears will be vital to the success of any return to work plan. Employees will need clear guidance about how their behaviour 
will need to change when they return and clear instructions to follow. 

4. Individual circumstances 

While the return to work might be easy for some employees, there will be others who have more complicated situations at home, 
such as those with children who may be off school due to local guidelines, those who care for family members who are vulnerable 
to Covid-19 and those who have their own underlying health conditions to think about. 

Employers will need to look at the risks and solutions for all individual circumstances when planning a phased return to work. 

5. Furlough scheme extended until Spring 2021 

With the recent announcement of the extension by the Government, this has provided a lifeline and a degree of reassurance for 
millions of employees and employers alike. Employers need to think about how they will manage this and if staff can come back 
part-time or full-time from Spring 2021. Clear communication about any planned changes will be vital so people aren’t worrying 
about losing their income. 

6. Legal issues

There is the potential for new HR and legal issues to arise around any return to work plan.

Employers would be sensible to try to foresee some of the issues which could arise and to talk with HR and employment law 
specialists to make sure they know where they stand.  

Important not to rush the return

Returning to work after months of being away is a daunting prospect for many employees and there are many steps that 
employers need to take to ensure that can happen safely and effectively. With the HSE ramping up its teams to take on spot 
checks and tackle complaints it is important to take the time to get the safety measures right, before even thinking about bringing 
staff back in.
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