People-first still best HR
strategy in ‘new normal’

By Secret Holland

Leading the human resources team
for a large company always presents
unique challenges, so it's easy for long-
time veterans of the industry like myself
to feel like we’ve seen it all. One of the
most sobering aspects of this pandemic
is understanding that while we have
experienced some temporary disrup-
tions in the past due to health crises,
this is truly unprecedented and requires
a level of care and attention to detail
that far surpasses any other obstacle HR
professionals have had to face in mod-
ern American history.

One of the key takeaways I learned
from managing employees during pan-
demics of the past is the speed with
which information travels is faster than
ever, so it’s up to HR teams to have
plans and responses ready to ease the
concerns of employees.

For example, during the HIN1 pan-
demic in 2009, [ was receiving constant
questions from employees who were
following the news cycle and instantly
trying to translate how that news would
directly affect them, with a clear and
understandable focus on protecting
themselves and their families.

While the impact of HINI never
reached the levels of the current COVID-
19 pandemic on our society, it certainly
prepared us for the types of questions
employees would ask in the face of the
next pandemic.

Being proactive
eases in a ‘new normal’

Based on the early information and
data we saw about the extremely conta-
gious nature of this disease, the primary
questions we anticipated surrounding
the emerging COVID-19 pandemic were
about workplace safety.

To ensure our team was prepared
for what became an inevitable work-
from-home directive, we held a manda-

tory remote workday
on March 11 to test our
operations and iden-
tify any weaknesses
that needed to be
addressed in the event
we had to shift to a full-
scale teleworking sce-
nario, which ultimately
became the “new nor-
mal” just one week later. Our proac-
tive approach paid off, as we had zero
COVID-19 cases stemming from our
office of roughly 230 employees.

As we work diligently to strategize
ways to safely bring our workforce back
to the office, it’s also important as HR
professionals to look at new data and
make informed recommendations.

The natural instinct for most compa-
nies right now is to try and get every-
one “back to normal,” but what if this
pandemic has changed what “nor-
mal” should be for some organizations?
After conducting a pulse survey, we
were struck by the number of employ-
ees who expressed the primary short-
coming in their work-from-home setting
was lacking a second computer mon-
itor. This problem was easily solved
by ordering an additional monitor for
each of roughly 80 employees and hav-
ing it delivered directly to their homes,
a short-term expenditure that paid divi-
dends in productivity and employee sat-
isfaction. As simple as this was to exe-
cute, it stemmed from a critical step HR
leaders have to keep top-of-mind during
both normal and abnormal times: Ask
your employees what they want and
need to be successful.
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Surprises can help
chart path forward

When it comes to efficiency, our
work-from-home operation has yielded
some surprising results, especially
when it comes to our customer care
team. While there was initially some

concern that customer care would suf-
fer disruptions from only having a “vir-
tual” call center, the opposite has been
true. In fact, a member of our leader-
ship team said that in over 30 years

of running customer service opera-
tions, April marked the first month in
his career he didn’t have disciplinary
issues due to attendance with a single
employee.

Given this revelation, should we per-
manently move our customer care rep-
resentatives to teleworking? We cer-
tainly don’t have enough data yet to
come to that conclusion, but again,
these are ideas we should be open to as
we chart the best path forward for our
employees and organizations.

Keep people first,
even in virtual workplace

Most of us pursued careers in HR
because we value human connections
and recognize the importance of build-
ing relationships in establishing success-
ful reams. While we have all learned to
adapt to video calls and other virtual
touchpoints, it’s inevitable that some-
thing is lost. It’s admittedly harder to
build new relationships remotely, and
we likely lose 10% to 15% of the sponta-
neous collaborations that are likely to
occur when employees are in the same
shared space. After all, a team of 230
individuals largely working physically
together is different than 230 people
working toward the same goal from 230
different places.

Deciding how we manage our human
capital in a socially distant world -
where information is changing rapidly —
is admittedly a significant challenge for
HR professionals at any organization.
That is why it's more critical now than
ever to put people first, wherever that
leads us.
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