Returning safely

www.iosh.com/returningsafely

Adapting during and after
a pandemic: a case study
Like other organisations, the Covid-19 pandemic has forced The Co-op Group
into changing the ways that it operates.
With 70,000 colleagues spread across a
range of areas, from key workers in retail,
logistics and funeral care, to office-based
staff in support centres as well as the legal,
insurance and health businesses, there has
been a lot for the Co-op to consider.
But, from the very outset of the pandemic, the priority has
always been to protect the health and safety of colleagues.

Adapting to new ways of working

to be aligned with the latest Government advice at all times.
“Also, our colleagues in different areas require different
support. For example, information about PPE is essential
for our key workers, but all colleagues will benefit from
wellbeing advice.”
This led to initiatives such as ‘Wellbeing Wednesdays’ as well
as the production of toolkits to support staff with issues such
as fear, stress and bereavement in addition to the wellbeing
employee assistance programme we already provide.
“It was key that our leaders showed the way,” said Sue. “For
example, they demonstrated to others that it was ok to have
children and pets on video calls!”
With many employees having to balance childcare with
work, the organisation has supported flexible working
arrangements.
And, with ‘water cooler conversations’ in offices no longer
being possible, leaders have encouraged colleagues to take
‘downtime’ and stay connected.

Looking forward

The Co-op’s ability to innovate and adapt has been key to
steering the organisation through these unprecedented times.
Sue Parker-Tantush, Head of Health and Safety, said one
of the first steps they had to take was removing some
unnecessary layers of governance, such as how they build
external relationships with organisations like PPE suppliers,
particularly for those working in funeral care.
“We had to work in a more agile way to make sure that we
could supply colleagues with what they need,” she said.
Acquiring protective equipment for workers has been critical,
but ensuring staff are informed and assured has been just as
important, Sue added, as Government advice has frequently
been updated.

The time has come to consider how the organisation and
colleagues can adapt again to a ‘new normal’.

“Finding the right comms mix, to get messages from our
leaders to all our colleagues, was a key consideration
from the start. We needed to find the right channels and
speak to people at the right time, as we all started to work
differently.” she said. “This was compounded by the need

Many colleagues have found that working from home has
afforded them a better work-life balance, so for those who
want to work at home more, where that’s possible, they
want to ensure they have the right support and the right
equipment.
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Before any workplaces can be reopened, it is key to make
sure they are safe – and that doesn’t just mean from
Covid-19 transmission, said Sue.

Communications

“The safety of our colleagues is a priority. The challenge from
a safety point of view is that all of the other risks are still there,
but there are some new considerations to make,” she said.
“With so many colleagues having been out of their normal
workplace for such a long time, we’re working to phase
them back at a pace which suits them, as much as possible.
We have even introduced ‘pre-start visits’ for some.
“Some of our colleagues have gone to great effort to
observe social distancing, spending time at home and away
from others. We’ve been talking to them about the prospect
of returning to the office and how it makes them feel,” said
Sue. “Colleagues are excited to return, but we continue to
signpost them to support and wellbeing initiatives, as they
prepare to make significant changes to their routine.”
And there has had to be a degree of managing expectations,
particularly for those who have had a strong desire to return
back to a ‘normal way of working’.
“We’re helping them understand that the office isn’t the same
as it was, with new measures in place intended to keep them
safe,” said Sue. “For example, physical distancing requirements
mean that breakout areas are closed, hot desking is suspended
and cleaning regimes are even more rigorous.”

Key to it all has been communicating with colleagues to
keep them informed and engaged. To do this, the Co-op has
been able to use many existing practices, including employee
engagement surveys as well as training and supporting line
managers in having unprecedented conversations around the
pandemic and its effects on the business. However we know
there are challenging times still ahead and we are reviewing
our wellbeing programmes to ensure all colleagues have
access to the skills and tools they need.
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The Co-op has also had to address concerns of employees
around public transport, creating extra car parking in certain
sites, where possible.
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