Engagement and Mental Health Post-COVID:
challenges, ideals and strategies in 10 key sectors

About Aston Fisher
Executive talent is the lifeblood of any business; setting strategy, motivating teams, delivering growth
and driving change. So hiring the best, whether permanent or interim, in a timely fashion can set
your business apart.
Aston Fisher understands this and applies its extensive resourcing experience in an agile and
collaborative manner to identify the very best candidates with the right skills, experience and
chemistry for its clients.
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We are a driven, highly collaborative team, passionate about what we do. We pride ourselves on
being genuine partners to clients and candidates, pro-actively delivering outstanding results, over
and above expectations every time.

Engagement and mental health post-COVID:
challenges, ideals and strategies in 10 key sectors

1. Oil & Gas

While the COVID-19 pandemic has had repercussions in every aspect of life, those
repercussions have looked very different depending upon which sector of the economy
you look at. We zeroed in on ten key industries to see how each is addressing its own
specific situation.
Assuming home working continues and there may be a second wave, engagement and mental health
will be important from an HR perspective, keeping people engaged during the winter months. Below, HR
directors from ten companies discuss what the current problem is and how it’s affecting their business,
what the ideal state is that they want to be in, and what they’re doing to get there.

Challenges
While remote work has kept some productivity loss at bay, it has made employees less engaged and teams
less connected. When you have to make an appointment to speak to anyone, it’s harder to have the kinds
of spontaneous conversations that help employees get to know each other and generate new ideas. The
differences are clear when comparing teams in countries that have reopened with those that are still
returning to work in phases.

Ideal
To balance people’s physical safety with their mental and financial needs where workplaces remain closed.

Strategies
Some companies have expanded mental health resources for employees, offering free regular counseling
or group-therapy sessions on top of existing crisis-assistance programs. Huge strides have been made in the
past few years towards reducing the stigma around seeking mental healthcare, but regular opportunities
to check in with someone help normalize this essential practice further.
Since better physical health can be a predictor of increased ability to fight the virus, there are also initiatives
to help employees meet fitness goals, often with accountability tools such as an assigned partner and
tracking systems for stats like weight and blood analysis.
The overall focus is on helping workers cope with being away from the office, and preparing them to stay
healthy once they’re back.

2. Cruise Liners

3. Chemicals

Challenges

Challenges

Like many travel and hospitality sectors, the cruise industry has been hit hard by the pandemic, which
since March has made international vacations impossible for many people.

Although the chemical industry - being mainly a supplier to other sectors--tends to feel economic downturn
later, they also have close ties to factors all over the economic landscape.

A major portion of staff have been made redundant, and morale is struggling among the remaining few,
who know their jobs might be in danger if things don’t improve. Most ships are offline, waiting for the goahead that their former routes are safe.

Whilst most head office staff have been able to work from home, most factory workers have continued
travelling to work as normal so resistance to returning to the office can cause resentment, however factory
workers have been able to develop excellent Covid 19 safety protocols which can be utilised in corporate
functions.
		
While many chemical companies are technologically advanced and were able to implement remote-work
capabilities that already existed with relative speed, this has made the return to work more controversial,
as some argue that, financially and logistically, it isn’t really necessary.

Ideal
Companies are still trying to keep things moving, dismantling old ships and buying new ones, but the
earliest they expect ships to be back in service is the beginning of next year.
With little they can do hands-on at this point, managers are focusing on developing their mindsets and
skill sets for the coming changes.

Strategies
Re-boarding programs are offering similar training, on a more individual scale, for everyone going back
to work - educating them about how to keep themselves and their colleagues safe, as well as telling them
what they need to know about how their organisations have changed.
The next step will be phasing people back into the office, starting with those who don’t have an adequate
setup at home or who simply would rather be in the office. Emergency response will be a major concern at
this time - not only preparing a response in the event of an outbreak, but ensuring there are enough firstaid-trained personnel to protect a staff of changeable size.
Since better physical health can be a predictor of increased ability to fight the virus, there are also initiatives
to help employees meet fitness goals, often with accountability tools such as an assigned partner and
tracking systems for stats like weight and blood analysis.
The overall focus is on helping workers cope with being away from the office, and preparing them to stay
healthy once they’re back.

Ideal
Having gathered data on what working from home looks like, it might be time to reduce office space to save
money. Conversations about office space, layout, and workstation times are taking place - and employees
are part of these conversations.
A staff survey at one of our clients found that 60% of the workforce (including supervisors) think productivity
has increased by working from home. People are working more hours, but timing of work is much more
fluid. Management involves less insisting people work specific hours and more focus on results. One
company is scrapping vacation, allowing unlimited vacation days as long as workers get the job done.
Not only is productivity high for those at home, but communication with supervisors and colleagues is also
faster. Supervisors and employees are very aligned on how much home working is ideal - they generally
agree two or maybe the days at home are optimum. The question is how to put that to the board and to
senior managers, some of whom are more traditional in their outlook, preferring their workers to be at
work.

Strategies
HR has to act like a business unit: run the numbers, crunch the data, and provide the scientific business
case for the benefits of working from home. That’s what HR is about these days, and the current times have
really focused attention on the HR function. Small steps could work well - starting by saying all managers
should accommodate 1 day a week at home.
Employee engagement remains high, fuelled by HR initiatives around wellbeing, knowledge-sharing,
crisis leadership, mindfulness, and IT tools for working from home, as well as virtual networking events for
people who wouldn’t normally talk to each other to share feelings and challenges.
However, HR is striving not to focus too much on the people at home and not to forget that many are still
facing a different set of challenges as they travel to work every day.

4. Construction

5. Billing Platforms

Challenges

Challenges

In construction, many people have been working on site this whole time, although surprisingly, some
people who usually work on building sites actually can work from home.

This sector provides financial settlement between mostly utilities and telecoms suppliers and consumers.
Being paid for by their customers makes them more or less recession-proof, so challenges are more around
dealing with working from home. This means engagement is high because people are appreciative of how
lucky they are to have secure jobs.

For office workers, a phased return is in progress, again with the help of apps such as Envoy and Hotdesk+.
Full capacity is not anticipated until the new year, and they may decide to leave it longer.
The industry is definitely going into recession, with younger workers most affected.

Ideal
How soon to bring everyone back to the office is currently up for debate. There’s substantial money to
be saved from everyone not working in the office until 2021, but there are concerns about home workers
getting more depressed when winter arrives.

Strategies to get there
At our HR contact’s company, re-boarding includes a virtual tour to familiarise people with the new setup.
The executive board has embraced having some people online and some in the office, except at board
meetings, where they insist it has to be one or the other. In the meantime, management is monitoring
productivity and running stats on whether productivity is up with people working from home.
The company has reacted to the industry trend of laying off younger workers by actually opening up more
roles for them by utilising the government Apprenticeship scheme and clients support this generous move.

Since this sector is doing reasonably well and has had limited redundancies, many companies have
foregone pay increases to save struggling customers money.
Our contact in this sector commented that many of their employees are young people living alone in flats
in the middle of London with no green space, which is challenging in terms of mental health. They also
commented that COVID and cybercrime have caused a ‘double whammy’, with hasty home-working setups
being hit by cyberattacks. However, rising to this challenge has galvanised employees and made them
more resilient.

Ideal
The focus is more on delivering cultural change, and home working has opened up great possibilities for
that: defining and articulating what their culture is and who they are, keeping the best bits, and changing
bits that aren’t so good.
Many of these companies will probably remain virtual, but several are running pilot schemes to see how
many people their offices can accommodate with social distancing.

Strategies
Workers will be surveyed on home working and their wishes taken into account. They will probably open
the office on certain days of the week eventually, and will need to look at managing reduced office presence,
maybe selling expensive London based offices to save money. Many workers are selling their London flats
and moving out to more rural locations.
For those still trapped in small flats, buying people gym equipment has been a popular initiative.
One client is also training a fair proportion of their people to be mental health first aiders - giving them
self-knowledge as well. Training includes checking the emotional resilience of trainees; some people selfselect out during the training process.

6. Insurance

7. Engineering & tech consulting

Challenges

Challenges

Our insurance industry contact had faced a very busy summer integrating two business units into each
other, with a high number of redundancies as a consequence. Employee engagement has noticeably
dropped in September; for example, use of video on calls has fallen significantly.

Again, our engineering company noticed a drop in engagement in September, as well as some unfortunate
use of Yammer - a useful social app for business, but a double-edged sword, because distressed or
disgruntled employees have been using it to make negative posts.

Those living in small apartments or with family are suffering - with one person reduced to working from
their bed in order to get privacy from their children. However, children returning to school should help.

Another issue is the risk of burnout, with people refusing to take annual leave, despite encouragement,
because they are unable to find rental properties and don’t want to spend it at home where they are
already living and working.

The insurers haven’t reopened offices because their line of work makes them uncomfortably aware of the
odds of a second spike.

Ideal
Ideal
To get through the dark winter months with everyone’s mental health intact, and to find ways of identifying
people who need mental health help but struggle to ask or even realise they need it.

The focus is very much on creating as much social cohesion as possible to carry people through the winter,
and making sure everyone gets adequate rest.

Strategies
Strategies
Resilience training is being planned to help people identify and speak up about their needs, and HR is also
considering a questionnaire to capture individuals’ concerns, as it seems as if some workers are overloaded
and others are working at 60 or 70% capacity.

When it comes to questionable posts on Yammer, management has learned that sometimes it’s best for
them to stay quiet and not respond. They’ve appointed “champions” from the workforce to respond to
these posts, as well as some mental health champions. There have also been some great positives on
Yammer, like colleagues starting a virtual band.
The company is also funding Bright Horizons backup care for children and elderly family members of
employees - even for employees based internationally who have UK family. Bright Horizons offer a platform
called Work and Family Space with information on personal wellbeing and an ‘ask an expert’ service.
They’ve also set up virtual coffee clubs and an all-day Teams meeting people can dip in and out of when
they have questions, and are about to do a first all-staff conference with the CEO on Teams.
Finally, they’ve set up a wellbeing page on Yammer and Sharepoint, which is constantly being added to.
Diet and nutrition are likely to be important, and there’s talk of setting up a company-wide sponsored
walking challenge--and even of sending people SAD lamps.

8. Pharmaceuticals

9. Financial advice

Challenges

Challenges

This sector has been largely unaffected by a downturn but the main challenge is fatigue from this going
on for so long, as well as growing frustration among managers over fluctuations in performance. Whether
because of lockdown or summer holidays, there were some performance dips from top performers in
August, and people are feeling remote working might be becoming counterproductive.

With employees working from home since March, discussions are tending towards keeping offices closed
until l next year, although they’re already open for people who need to go in for personal reasons if their
home environment isn’t conducive.

Having focused hard and successfully on building trust by prioritising results over presenteeism, the HR
director we spoke with is worried these performance dips will cause backlash from senior management
and a move back to stricter working hours.
In a quick survey, HR combined 5 of the Gallup 12 questions that address engagement and 14 questions
from the Warwick-Edinburgh mental wellbeing survey, put it out on Survey Monkey, and attached a 5-point
Likert scale. They found engagement is still very high but people are feeling isolated, lack energy at the
end of the day and struggle to relax, perhaps because there’s no end to the day or because they’re trapped
in small apartments unable to set up proper home offices.

Ideal

Planning for a second spike is a huge concern for this company, as there’s no point moving back into the
office to move back out.
Another concern is that while some employees are engaged, it’s always the same people engaging, and
others never do.

Ideal
Finding a way to maintain engagement after exhausting all their ideas with a smorgasbord of fun virtual
activities early on, including training courses, motivational conversations, quizzes, coffee mornings, and
cake sales. Lately the drop-off in attendance at these events has been quite dramatic, and they’ve had to
scale back the frequency because only 10 or 15 people were showing up.

The immediate goal is to get performance up again without any need for heavy-handed discipline, and
encourage those who are struggling at home to return to work. However, in the longer term, they’re
considering a change from a company that’s ‘office plus remote’ to ‘remote plus office’.

While it’s acknowledged that this is partly because people can go out now and don’t have to depend on
work to entertain them, with dark winter nights and seasonal depression looming, it’s still urgent to find
something fresh to provide the engagement they had at the beginning.

Strategies

Strategies

Attendance at the office is voluntary - as the contact we spoke with has their head office in London, people
are more concerned about catching COVID on public transport getting there. People who are going in are
being asked to report back about how things are going well for them, to encourage others. Management
are also suggesting meetings in places that don’t require public transport. They’re expecting to see office
attendance and meetings elsewhere increase in September.

Despite supposedly having run out of ideas, this company has numerous strategies on the go, including
training additional mental health first-aiders, re-running an early survey on the types of support employees
want, and inviting employees to coffee with the CEO - complete with sending them a little package of
coffee and a biscuit in the post.

Yammer is working well as a virtual water cooler for this company, and Waggle, an engagement and
creativity tool for opinion polls and crowdsourcing creative suggestions, is helping to boost engagement
through involving people.
The company is also rolling out resilience training and training on meeting etiquette, shortening Zoom
meetings to allow time for breaks between back-to-back meetings, and encouraging employees to block
out calendar time for themselves to get lunch or walk the dog.

Framing it as ‘mental fitness’ rather than mental illness, and giving people a 1-10 scale to rate their mood,
has led to people now having humorous chats about “feeling a bit of a 5 today”.
When there’s concern about someone’s level of engagement or mental health, the new protocol is to
contact the line manager, and in the case of one particularly reticent employee, the CEO himself called
them for a chat - not to tell them off but to tell a story about his own mental health struggles. This use of
storytelling, in which senior leaders are open about their own challenges, is becoming part of company
culture.

10.

Fuel Distribution

Challenges
While rail distribution is booming, aviation and marine businesses are on their knees - so as with the body,
all the energy in the fuel distribution company has gone centrally, into survival mode. There have been two
restructures since March. That means some of the more proactive, more interesting things that could have
been done to support workers have been impossible because everything is centralised.
Staff have been nervous about contact with the public, and a couple of people have had contact with
suspected COVID cases and had to isolate.

Ideal
Management are confidentially looking at reducing their office footprint and moving from an ‘office with
remote working’ to a ‘remote with office working’ company.

Strategies
This is another sector in which encouraging employees to take holiday leave is a priority - and a contact
told us that the management in their company are leading by example, so the MD is currently off for two
weeks, and the Ops director has just taken time off… although the HR director hasn’t managed to yet.
They’ve also been encouraging staff to look at the Employee Assistance programme, including advice on
childcare, elder care, mental health and financial wellbeing.
Considerable social and peer pressure is being exerted to get people to turn their cameras on on video
calls, as it makes a huge difference seeing a sea of faces rather than a sea of names: people can connect
and feel like they’re actually interacting with humans outside their family. Happy hours, coffee chats, and
lunch meetings that don’t involve much talk about work have become the norm.

Summary

The events of this year have impacted upon everyone. No matter whether employees have been working
from home, furloughed or working continuously in key worker roles, everybody has seemingly had
challenges to overcome. A lot is spoken about in terms of the “new normal” But what is clear is that this
normal is very different depending upon the sector in which you operate. Whilst the impact on our mental
health is still unclear, it is acknowledged that it is a very real concern as winter approaches.
The CIPD (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development) concluded that mental illnesses such as
depression and anxiety are the main basis of long-term absence. This is concerning, as according to a
recent article in The Lancet Psychiatry the pandemic could have a “profound” impact on mental health
of employees. And even at the start of lockdown, a poll by Opinium highlighted that nearly 50% of adults
felt that their mental health had been affected by the Covid-19 outbreak. A further report by Karian and
Box found over a quarter of employees believed that their employer was not supporting their health and
wellbeing during this crisis.
The link between mental health and engagement in the workplace is clear. Putting in place robust measures
can have a big effect. As an example, the FTSE 100 companies who prioritise employee engagement and
wellbeing generally outperform the rest of the FTSE 100 by 10%. *
What our research shows is that there is no one approach suitable for all sectors. Each industry is impacted
in a different way and will continue too be so. But what is vital is that there is a focus on strategies to
ensure engagement and positive mental health.

However, communicating with furloughed staff (who can’t be included in meetings, because it would count
as working) has been a challenge. A move to start using the Beekeeper app (like Facebook for business)
was nixed by the head office because of single sign-in protocols, so the company has been relying on
newsletters to keep people on furlough engaged.

*BITC Workwell FTSE 100 Public Reporting Benchmarking Research Findings.
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