
TRANSITIONING YOUR  
WORKFORCE TO THE  
NEW NORM, A HR  
LEADERS BLUEPRINT
Getting back to work post COVID



Introduction

Preparing your HR Services  
for a post-COVID workforce
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Overnight, COVID-19 forced organizations across the world to 
either ‘down tools’ or get set for home working. Zoom calls, 
virtual events and remote meetings have reigned supreme, 
with many organizations being surprised by the creativity 
and positivity that has come out of this pressure-cooker 
environment. HR services, processes and technology were put 
to the ultimate test. Flaws were exposed, holes plugged and 
processes patched up in order to simply ‘get by’. 

Today, we can see the light at the end of the tunnel. Businesses are 
opening their doors to customers and staff are preparing to return to their 
workplaces. But, the world has shifted, perspectives have changed and 
employers have to acknowledge that employee expectations are different. 

The need for a physical office has been called into question. Employees  
have proved that they can work from home effectively and they’ve had a 
taste of life without a commute. Individuals are looking to their employers to 
acknowledge this shift and reward them for their agility during the  
COVID-19 period with permanent flexibility. 



Introduction

Some businesses have  
already stepped up to the plate

It is going to fall to HR to manage 
the cultural shift to a new, hybrid 
working model; with remote workers, 
office based employees and those 
that do a mix of both. 

Having the right technological 
infrastructure in place to support a 
new style of working will be essential 
to protect the employee experience. 

Mark Read, CEO of WPP, the world’s biggest 
employer in the marketing and advertising sector with 
106,000 staff, said: “The number one question I get in 
the video town hall sessions is whether there will be 
more flexible working after coronavirus.”
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Twitter, Facebook and Square announced employees 
would be allowed to work from home forever.

Jes Staley, CEO of Barclays, said the bank would 
look at a decentralized approach to staff working: 
“I think the notion of putting 7,000 people in a 
building may be a thing of the past.”
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CONFIGURING YOUR  
HR SYSTEMS FOR THE  

‘RETURN TO WORK’ 
TRANSITION



1Although a  
return to 
normality is  
on the horizon, 
we’re not  
there yet...

How to configure your HR Systems for the ‘return to work’ transition01
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Lines of communication between HR and your workforce need to be 
well and truly open:

All staff emails just aren’t going to cut it for  the sheer volume of different messages 
you need to communicate with varying degrees of importance and complexity. 

You need to consider:

Your intranet or HR portal could be a good fit for this type of communication, but you 
will have to scrutinize its capacity for agility. If you are bound by developers and coders 
to make changes, you may not be able to react with the necessary urgency.

If you configure your intranet in such a way that your HR team has the necessary 
privileges to directly access and amend specific elements, you will be able to make 
updates in real time that reach your whole workforce quickly.

How you can deliver personalised messages to your employees that only 
include information relevant to themselves and their roles.

Which platform you can use to display content that can be updated regularly. 

If you can create a self-service experience for your employees that empowers 
them to find the information they need whenever they need it.

Government advice is still changing regularly which has a direct effect on 
workplace protocol. Rapid response agility will continue to be key in order 
to quickly address the impact of this advice to employees.

Cultural shifts demanding increased flexibility mean that for many 
businesses a large range of policies need to be updated and announced.
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Cultural shifts and increasing 
employee expectations



HR portal template homepage TIPS:  
Consider making your intranet the opening 
page on employees’ browsers so they 
are immediately presented with the latest 
information upon logging in. 

Make sure that it formats correctly on all 
devices, and that your employees are able 
to access it from their personal mobile 
phones so that if they are on furlough or 
don’t use computers for work, they are still 
in the loop. 
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Rotate one key fact  
or takeaway in the hero  

page section.

Display a personal video from
the senior leadership team.

With regulations and guidelines currently 
changing frequently, make updated 
advice and documents easily available.

Display list of upcoming tasks for the 
employee (personalized for each user).

Include positive weekly newsbites 
congratulating your employees on 

their achievements.

Create space to celebrate 
important employee milestones.

Use this wireframe example to put together a best-practice welcome  
page on your workforce experience layer or HR portal.



COVID-19 dedicated page template 
Use this wireframe example to put together a best-practice COVID-19 resource
page for your team on your workforce experience layer or HR portal.
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With up-to-date, company-specific 
advice being readily available, 

employees can feel informed and 
equipped to deal with the next 
phase of returning to the office.

Repeat important info 
across multiple pages

Providing employees with health 
provisions they can choose to order 
for their workstations, such as hand 
sanitizer and anti-bacterial wipes, helps 
to provide your employees with peace of 
mind that their health and safety is a 
priority when returning to the office.

Having a dedicated FAQ section on 
the COVID-19 resource page will provide 
employees with answers to questions 
that others in your workforce are 
asking – not only does this answer their 
questions, but it keeps them feeling a 
part of a community who are all going 
through the same unprecedented times.



Give clear 
advice for 
employees to 
follow if things 
aren’t okay.
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Anticipate feedback

You can anticipate that your employees will have a lot of questions, and many will be 
in unique circumstances. An influx of questions from your workforce doesn’t have to 
mean a stressed and overstretched service desk.

One of the biggest challenges when it comes to managing a return to work en 
masse is that there are so many unique circumstances (pregnancy, living with 
elderly relatives etc) that affect how people are managing their daily interactions. 
It’s not possible to pre-empt everyone’s individual situation and create protocol for it. 

Instead, give your employees options and a clear plan that they need to  
follow if they don’t feel able to return to work in the way you have planned.

Implement chat bots to field as many FAQs as possible and point 
employees to answers that already exist in the form of content in 
your knowledge base. This can be fairly quick and simple to do, and 
makes use of content you have already produced. 

Encourage community problem solving with employees posting 
questions that their peers are invited to answer. 

How to configure your HR Systems for the ‘return to work’ transition01

Let them know who they  
need to discuss this with  
(line manager/department 
head/HR) 

Let them know by when
they need to have had  
this discussion

Discuss how this will affect 
their role (for some working 
from home it might simply be 
a continuation of their current 
setup, for others you might need 
to discuss furlough extensions or 
additional safety precautions)

Who? When? How?



Alternatively, display a ‘book a meeting’ button within your HR portal to create 
an easy digital experience for employees that want to have discussions about 
more complicated situations.
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TIPS:  
Every person has a different level of comfort and perceived risk. 
Some will be more naturally willing and eager to return than 
others. Try to bake in as much flexibility as possible with your 
workforce and offer as many solutions and workarounds as you 
can. Keeping your team informed and connected will help them 
to make the right decisions for themselves, their families and 
minimize business disruption.

Fill out form 
requesting work 
from home 
extension until 
October

Request 
approved or 
declined

Approval 
request 
triggered to 
manager

Notification  
sent to 
employee

How to configure your HR Systems for the ‘return to work’ transition01

Make it easy for your team members to enact this plan. Consider using 
workflows to set up automated approvals for easy requests; most workforce 
experience layers have workflow functionality built-in.
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02COMMUNICATION PLAN 
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Communication plan02

Approach the ‘return to work’ internal communications in the same way 
you would any marketing campaign. Plan out the messages you want to 
deliver, over the allotted time period whilst considering: 

While some employees will be excited to get back to the office, or come 
out of furlough, others may have concerns or feel anxious. Try to weave 
in messages of positivity and encouragement alongside the factual 
information that should hopefully alleviate some of these concerns. 

The more reassuring you can be that you are putting the safety of your 
employees first, and have concrete plans in action to substantiate that, 
the better.

Planning your ‘return to work’
internal communications

Calls to action i.e. what 
action do you want the 
receiver to take?

Which channels will be  
most effective

Key takeaways from  
each communication

Different mediums  
e.g. video/documents/
infographics

The tone for reaching 
different personas
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Communication plan02

A video from a senior leadership team member can be a very powerful tool. 
Engagement rates are much higher on videos than static images, and you are 
able to convey tone and sentiment in a much clearer way than through written 
messages. You can use this video in multiple places e.g. email, intranet, your 
internal social media.

Objective: The video should acknowledge your company’s reaction to the crisis 
so far and the motivation behind your company’s plans for the future (e.g. to keep 
everyone safe, to bring the whole workforce back in its entirety etc).

41% 
of businesses say that video communication  
has helped them reduce support calls

Describe how your organisation coped with COVID-19 and how 
quickly you reacted to the crisis. 

Have you been impressed with any individuals or teams?  
Give examples 

Looking ahead, what is the plan for welcoming employees  
back into the office? 

How likely is it that this plan will change? 

Will we be a stronger company as a result of the pandemic and why?

Video

 
 57% 
of people say they prefer receiving  
video to text/image comms

Here are some questions/talking points you can ask your senior 
leadership team member to address on video that will create a 
good structure:
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Communication plan02

Email 1

Objective: Communicate  
return date and introduce 
COVID-19-specific resources

Email templates 
 Use the email templates in this chapter to shape your 
own communications.

Customise the placeholder text in each template in 
accordance with your own plans.

Hello <first name>,

Plans are in motion to welcome you back to work. We want to reassure you 
that your safety is of paramount importance to us and we are taking all the 
necessary steps to ensure that you feel comfortable. You can find out more 
specific information here <link to COVID-19 page in HR portal>.

Our workplace will reopen from <insert date>

If you don’t feel that you are able to return to work on the date mentioned 
above, please visit this page to see what steps you need to take. 

Watch a video message from our CEO below to find out what’s been going 
on behind the scenes, in preparation for your return.

We look forward to welcoming you back safely next <month/week>

Thanks,

HR Team



Hello <first name>

As you know we are preparing the workplace for your return. Your safety 
is our key concern and as such, we wanted to loop you in on the safety 
precautions we are taking to keep you protected.

Instructions: replace the examples below with relevant information

Example 1:  

Rotational workforce – we will only ever have 50% of the workforce in the 
office at one time. Your line manager will give you your working schedule
 
Example 2: 
Every customer-facing role will have perspex screens installed at 
their stations 

Example 3: 
There are sanitization stations installed at every entry and exit 
 
Example 4: 
All desks have been spaced out with two-metre gaps to adhere to 
social distancing
 
Example 5: 
Only two people are allowed in the kitchen at any one time

You can find the full details of our COVID-19 plan here  
on our dedicated portal page 

If you have concerns about returning to work that have not yet been 
addressed you can follow the steps outlined here <link to COVID-19  
portal page>.

Thanks,

HR Team

Hello <first name>,

When you return to work <next week>, we’re going to be asking everyone 
to follow a daily safety routine to ensure we all stay protected.

Instructions: replace the examples below with relevant information

1. When you arrive your temperature will be checked. Anyone with a 
temperature above average will be asked to return home 

2. Sanitizer stations will be at all entrances and exits. We will ask you to 
sanitize before you walk in and frequently throughout the day 

3. At your workstation you will find gloves, masks, pocket sanitizer and 
antibacterial wipes. These are yours to use throughout the day. If you need 
more, you can order them through the HR portal 

4. We have restrictions on the number of people around in different 
locations (meeting rooms, kitchen, lounge etc). There are signs on each 
door displaying this information 

5. If you feel unwell, you can and should go home at anytime

We look forward to seeing you again soon!

Thanks,

HR Team

Communication plan02
Email 2 

Objective: Outline safety precautions

Email 3

Objective: What to expect on day one
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Communication plan02

Email 4 

Objective: Encourage 
familiarity with HR  
portal and COVID-19 page

Hello <first name>,

As you know, we are adapting our response to COVID-19 in line with the 
latest advice from the government. At the moment, this is still changing 
regularly and we want to make sure you have all the information at your 
fingertips.

We have developed a special COVID-19 information page here within 
the HR portal which will be the place to go for the latest information. We 
advise you to bookmark this link, and check it regularly. 

If you have any questions or concerns that you can’t address by looking 
on our portal, contact your line manager in the first instance.

We can’t wait to see you again soon!

Thanks,

HR Team

TIPS:  
You may have different scenarios that apply to different  
sections of your workforce based on their roles, or their 
locations. So try to segment your database or use dynamic text 
to show the correct information to the correct groups. 
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Communication plan02

Return to work calls
 
Ask each line manager to contact their direct 
reports ahead of returning to work to discuss 
their specific circumstances and address any 
concerns they might have.

Welcome back postcards
 
Consider supplying your managers with welcome 
back postcards that they can send to their teams. 
A few lines to let them know their hard work 
during this period has been appreciated and that 
they’re excited to see them again in person.
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03KEEP YOUR FINGER  
ON THE PULSE
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Keep your finger on the pulse03

Pop-up surveys

With the constant changes and adaptability that you’re requiring from 
your workforce, it’s important that you stay close to how they are all 
coping and get a gauge for what’s working vs what isn’t.

A good way to do this is to have one pop-up survey question per day 
that gives you a good temperature check. You’ll get real-time feedback, 
and it won’t diminish productivity.

Over time you will build up data that gives you an indication about how 
well you are addressing the crisis and if there are any gaps in your 
strategy. Regular input from your workforce will mean you can adapt to 
the feedback as you go along.

Do you feel that senior management are taking all the  
necessary safety precautions for COVID-19?

0 10

Do you think that you have come back to work at the right time?

0 10

Has your line manager asked about your specific  
situation at home with regards to COVID-19?

0 10

Do you know who you should contact if you  
have concerns about your working situation?

0 10

Are your team members adhering to the safety  
precautions that have been put in place?

0 10

Do you feel safe at work?

0 10

Are you able to travel to and from work safely? 

0 10

Is there anything the organization could do to  
make you feel more comfortable about being at work?

0 10

Do you feel informed about the COVID-19 plan? 

0 10

19

On a scale of 0-10 how 
comfortable did you feel 
coming into work today?

Use these example questions for your own pop-up surveys:
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04CELEBRATE MISSED 
OCCASIONS
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Celebrate missed occasions04

During lockdown a lot of moments were missed and big milestones went 
unmarked. While there might have been virtual celebrations, it’s important  
to take the time to recognize those milestones in person when possible.

Rather than having a ‘one size fits all’ style celebration, try to stagger them out 
over the course of the first month, and put the onus on line managers to arrange 
something individual for their team members.

As budgets might be a bit tighter than usual, we’ve come up with  
a few low-cost ideas you could implement:

Putting in the effort to mark these occasions will not only be meaningful to your 
employees and make them feel valued, it will also create space for positivity and 
encouragement, which has been in low supply recently.

Help your managers get organized by configuring a section within your HR 
portal that prompts them about all the missed (and upcoming) occasions 
that they need to mark. 

To mark a promotion, ask everyone who has worked with that person to 
record a 5-second memory and stitch them all together into one big video 
 
For new joiners that started during lockdown, you could arrange (socially 
distanced) office speed dating, where they get to spend 2-3 minutes 
having face-to-face time with everyone on their floor 
 
To celebrate special anniversaries, consider putting together a collage  
with photos, achievements and memories of the time they have spent  
at your company

21

TIPS:  
Store these suggestions and prompts  
in your portal welcome screen

Valued employees are happy employees

This will also 
create space for 
positivity and 
encouragement, 
which has been 
in low supply 
recently.
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05CRISIS MANAGEMENT, 
WHAT HAPPENS  

NEXT TIME?



5
Crisis management, what happens next time?05
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Will we live to see another global pandemic or world-altering situation that sees 
whole workforces sent home? In light of what we have just lived through, senior 
leadership teams are striving to be better prepared. HR departments are once 
again in the spotlight and being asked to present crisis management plans for 
‘next time’. 

Walking into that conversation prepared with tactical, quick wins as well as longer-term 
solutions for better crisis management in the future will help to cement HR’s position as 
a strategic business department.

Becoming prepared for future crises

The build-up of these small issues culminated in HR service desks handling 
unprecedented amounts of enquiries and putting a lot of pressure on the 
department as a whole.

For businesses that did have models that were adaptable to home-working, each of 
these issues represented another delay in getting business operations back up and 
running. Follow the steps on the next page to ensure you are making all the necessary 
fixes and changes today so that if another crisis hits, you can quickly switch gears, 
with minimal business disruption and maximum buy-in from your employees. 

How can we react faster as a business?

Did we do enough to support our employees?

What infrastructure do we need to put in place? 

What have we learned? 

Outdated or non-existent personal information that delayed 

communication for contract/furloughed employees, or 

employees that don’t have work devices 

No or outdated policies for remote working leaving a  

lot of space for confusion  

 

Managers feeling unequipped to adequately support  

and respond to the needs of their direct reports 

Employees with incorrect equipment/access rights  

for home working 

No single source to get information from that detailed how 

your organization would be responding to COVID-19 and the 

expectation for employees

No mechanisms for employees and managers to ask 

questions and get fast responses

Slow, generalized communication out to whole workforces

The need for crisis management plans

Common issues many businesses ran into during COVID-19



Try a ‘fire-drill’. Once per year, pick 
a day where the whole workforce 
has to work from home at short 
notice. Analyze the outcome and 
identify areas for improvement.
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Implementing a crisis management plan

Following these steps will have the added benefit of reducing tickets and calls 
into your HR service desk all year round. By empowering employees to find 
information independently and giving them the confidence that they are consuming 
accurate, up-to-date advice, they naturally will be less reliant on HR to help them 
problem-solve the small stuff.  

Review the flexibility of your 
HR portal/gateway and assess 
if it gives HR the control that 
they need to act quickly, making 
regular updates that can reach 
your whole workforce. If you find 
that you are tied to developers or 
IT to implement changes it would 
be worth considering a switch to a 
more flexible platform that puts HR 
in the driver’s seat.

Create and store template 
communications so that 
if a crisis hits, all you have 
to do is update placeholder 
information and hit send.

Implement quarterly drives to update 
personal information (push 
notifications) within your portal 
or SMS’s to every employee with 
voucher codes that they will only 
access if they have the right mobile 
number stored against their profile).

Incorporate problem-solving 
and compassionate training 
into your L&D calendar for all 
managers so that they feel 
better equipped to support the 
needs of their teams and know 
what practical solutions they are 
authorized to offer.

Consider if you can create a 
place to pool community 
information and FAQs so that 
your employees can ask each 
other, and share their knowledge.

Ensure that all employees have the 
equipment they need to work 
from home (laptops, chargers, 
desks, chairs) and test this setup. 
Make this part of your onboarding 
programme, so that a switch to 
remote working is seamless.

Organize an audit of all policies, 
catalogue them and make them 
accessible to your workforce  
so that next time you’re in the midst 
of a crisis, you won’t be worrying 
about updating policies in alignment 
with the latest legislation and helping 
employees find them.

Crisis management, what happens next time?05
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5 6 7 8
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For as long as there have been offices, onboarding has always been a face-to-face experience. 
Overnight, COVID-19 ended onboarding as we know it. During this anxious time, your 
onboarding plan needs to be stronger than ever to attract and retain the best talent.

This guide will help you make virtual onboarding a meaningful transition that gets your new 
recruits up to speed fast, and feeling like a member of the team.

We’ve pulled together our top tips to help managers stay on top form while 
managing their teams from afar. It’s your guide for increasing productivity 
and decreasing stress, helping your employees feel connected, 
engaged and well and truly at home, working remotely.

Onboarding is a critical moment in the employee lifecycle. It’s a 
candidate’s first real impression of their life in your organization.

Help your team feel at home, while working at home.

FREE REPORT HERE

FREE REPORT HERE

https://www.applaudhr.com/hr-toolkit
https://www.applaudhr.com/virtual-onboarding-guide?hsCtaTracking=75cc4eea-cc6d-4f71-b402-9b0b3ce6674f%7Cd48a0ac1-c6e4-4648-b0c5-0900cb264568


See how Applaud can help you deliver seamless employee 
transitions for your organization through our workforce 

experience layer at www.applaudhr.com/platform

www.applaudhr.com

http://www.applaudsolutions.com/platform
http://www.applaudsolutions.com 

