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With the world of work changing drastically over the last 12 months due to the pandemic, every 

resource that helps employers navigate the minefield of rules around people management 

basics is welcome.  This guidance aims to provide key information on managing employees in 

key areas, Testing, Shielding, Annual Leave, Childcare and Mental Health.



ASYMPTOMATIC TESTING

Asymptomatic testing to be rolled out across the country starting 
this week

The Department for Health and Social Care Community released a press article concerning the testing offer 
being expanded across all local authorities in England to test people without symptoms.

• Local authorities will be encouraged to target testing to people who cannot work from home during  
 lockdown.

• Around 1 in 3 people have coronavirus (COVID-19) without displaying any symptoms.

Rapid, regular testing for people without symptoms of coronavirus (COVID-19) will be made available across 
the country from this week, with the eligibility of the community testing programme expanded to cover all 
317 local authorities.

Local authorities will be encouraged to target testing at people who are unable to work from home during 
the national lockdown.

Expansion of asymptomatic testing will identify more positive cases of COVID-19 and ensure those infected 
isolate, protecting those who cannot work from home and our vital services. This programme is crucial given 
that around 1 in 3 people have coronavirus without displaying any symptoms.

The single most important action we can all take to protect the NHS and save lives, is to stay at home.

So far, 131 local authorities have signed up to community testing, with 107 already having started testing in 
their communities. Many of these are focusing on the testing of critical workers and those who must leave 
home for essential reasons.

In addition to local authorities, NHS Test and Trace will also work closely with other government departments 
to scale up workforce testing. Many are already piloting regular workforce testing, with 15 large employers 
having taken up this offer already across 64 sites, including organisations operating in the food, manufacturing, 
energy and retail sectors, and within the public sector including job centres, transport networks, and the 
military. An estimated 27,000 tests have taken place across the public sector as part of pilots so far.
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SHIELDING

Guidance on shielding – clinically extremely vulnerable

The UK government’s ‘shielding’ programme was introduced to protect extremely clinically vulnerable 
people from coming into contact with the coronavirus, by minimising all interaction between them and 
others. 

Updated government guidance summarises the clinically extremely vulnerable groups who are at very high 
risk of severe illness from COVID-19. There are two ways a person can be identified as clinically extremely 
vulnerable:

• Having one or more of the conditions listed in the government guidance for example organ   
 transplant recipients, those with specific cancers or adults with Down’s syndrome, or

• Those added to the Shielded patients list because, based on doctor’s clinical judgement, they are  
 deemed at higher risk of serious illness.

(Note that clinically extremely vulnerable people with a great risk of severe illness should not be confused 
with two other categories. There are clinically vulnerable and vulnerable people who employers should treat 
with extra caution but who were not officially part of the original or subsequent shielding programmes). 

Employees who are defined as being Clinically Extremely Vulnerable (CEV) and registered on the Shielding 
Patient List (SPL) will have received a new shielding letter from the Government.

If an employee has received a letter, they must follow the advice contained within that letter and remain at 
home. They should share the letter with their Manager/HR team and discuss what meaningful work they can 
undertake from home for the period until this latest shielding arrangement is set to expire.  See our section 
on meaningful work.

In most cases, the letter will be from your doctor or a health authority (for example, the Department of Health 
and Social Care).

You can be paid SSP for more than one period of shielding if you get another letter.
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SHIELDING

Options for working from home whilst shielding

Employers must allow CEV employees to continue to work from home where possible, in keeping with the 
latest government advice.

Even when restrictions are eased employees may refuse to come into work if they reasonably believe there 
is a serious and imminent danger, or the workplace is not COVID-secure. If employers have carried out risk 
assessments, have instigated offices for sole use by employees and made the workplace as COVID-secure 
as possible, then employees who still refuse to return to work may be deemed to being unreasonable. In 
this situation, there are a variety of options to consider, including unpaid leave or furlough.

Previously, those who were shielding (but otherwise able to work) could get SSP if employers chose not to 
furlough them and home working was not possible. If people are well and can continue to work remotely, 
they should be paid as normal and they would not be entitled to SSP. If a national or regional lockdown 
occurs (such as was announced on 5 January), it seems that government help is available under the furlough 
scheme.

Employers can potentially furlough staff until the end of April 2021. Employers can also claim SSP for CEV 
staff who are formally shielding. SSP will also be available for the people who:

• have coronavirus symptoms

• live with someone with coronavirus symptoms

• have been notified that they should self-isolate under the NHS test and trace system. 

This covers people who are not unwell but have been told to self-isolate because they have been in close 
contact with someone who has tested positive for COVID-19.

Furlough or SSP could happen until any mechanisms making the workplace COVID secure are put in place.

If furlough or home working are not viable options, and the level of risk in the workplace cannot be reduced 
to an acceptable level for employees, employers may consider allowing annual leave or unpaid leave to be 
taken by mutual agreement, until they feel the risk has reduced.

Employers should also consider that employees have a statutory right to unpaid emergency leave of a day 
or two. For example, carers may require this leave whilst arranging for the ongoing care of a family member.
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HOME WORKING

Home working

This guidance is intended to support employers and the self-employed to continue to facilitate working from 
home.  The guidance can be applied across any sector where working from home is a feasible option for 
both workers and businesses. 

Working from home as a public health measure in response to the pandemic has been a crucial factor in 
mitigating the transmission of the virus amongst the general population. Working from home has not been a 
choice for the organisations that have implemented it, nor was it a choice for the workers who are practicing 
it. Those who are continuing to work from home are contributing to the public health effort, just as those 
returning to the workplace are. People working from home are making it safer for those workers who cannot 
work from home – it is an effort we must continue.

As such, remote working should remain the default position for those who can do so. Where that is not 
possible businesses and organisations are encouraged to manage travel demand through staggered start 
times and flexible working patterns.

As set out in this guidance, all employers and employees should discuss their working arrangements, 
and employers should take every possible step to facilitate their employees working from home, including 
providing suitable IT and equipment to enable remote working.

This guide is underpinned by a spirit of collaborative working between companies and their workforce, 
recognising that organisations have a legal responsibility to maintain workplace health and safety (including 
for those working from home) and must consult with the health and safety representative selected by a 
recognised trade union or, if there is not one, a representative chosen by workers. Organisations cannot 
decide who the workforce representative will be.

Where employees have VPN (remote working) access to networks and the appropriate IT equipment 
(Company or personal) they should discuss working from home with their manager. 

If employees are in a role where working from home is not practical or they do not have the remote working 
facility, the manager and employees should agree what work can be undertaken.
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HOME WORKING
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Managers may need to be flexible and creative in identifying tasks that can be undertaken from home. The 
types of tasks could include:

• Online learning packages. Reflection logs on how the learning will be implemented, including mini  
 briefing note for colleagues

• Policy/Procedure/Standard Operating Process reviews

• Data review (complaints, compliments, etc.)

• Review of appraisal objectives or completion of appraisal documentation if appraisal due within next  
 few months

• Research on agreed topics

• Wellbeing messages for employees notice boards

• Motivational messages for colleagues, customers

• Ideas generation on improvement opportunities. What could be improved, why and how

• Welcoming message for new starters. What is helpful information for a new starter to know from their peers

• Supporting other teams within your Company with administrative tasks

• Departmental induction pack, tool kits for new starters, guidance notes on particular tasks or processes

The above are indicative examples, and managers and employees will be best placed to know what could be 
meaningfully done in their own area. These may be tasks that the employees would not typically get involved in 
and may not be a current priority but are nevertheless areas of work which would make a difference. 

Currently, and prior to COVID-19, employees with 26 weeks service have the legal right to request flexible 
working, which can include homeworking.

Deciding on working from home arrangements

There might be a need for ongoing changes to working arrangements during the pandemic. For example, 
because of changes to government rules or employees’ circumstances.

When making decisions about working from home, it’s important employers and employees communicate 
regularly. For example, to discuss:

• which roles can and cannot be done from home?

• who may or may not want to work from home?

• any concerns and how best to handle them 



HOME WORKING

Pay and terms and conditions when working from home

An employee’s pay and other terms and conditions of their employment stay the same, apart from having 
to work from home on a temporary basis.

Employees working from home are still covered by the law on working hours.

Employers should talk to their employees and any representatives about who will cover any extra costs 
employees might have when working from home.

If a homeworking expenses policy has been previously agreed with a trade union, the employer must agree 
any changes with the union/staff representatives.

Employers should also consider where possible any office based reasonable adjustments are facilitated at 
home, so as not to aggravate any already diagnosed conditions.

Checking insurance cover when working from home

Employees should check there are no issues with them working from home, with their:

• home insurer

• mortgage provider or landlord

It’s a good idea for employers to remind their employees to check this. Employers should also make sure 
their insurance covers employees working from home. 

Equipment and technology when working from home

It’s important for employees to have the right equipment and technology needed to work from home 
effectively. This can also help avoid extra stress.

Things employers, employees and any representatives should agree on include:

• what’s needed to do the job, for example a reliable and secure internet connection or a suitable 
 desk and chair

• who will provide or cover the costs of equipment and repairs?

• technical support for setting up any new equipment or technology, including any training
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HOME WORKING
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Employers should have clear policies around work equipment and technology, including:

• how to report any issues and to who, for example the IT team

• how they will monitor use and handle information

• rules around data protection and cyber security

• what to do if a work device is lost or stolen

Employers should regularly check with employees to assess how technology and equipment is working and 
make any improvements. For example, checking:

• IT systems are handling the number of staff working remotely

• the level of IT support needed for homeworkers

• any extra equipment that might be needed from time to time, for example headsets or stationery 

Having a homeworking policy

Having a homeworking policy helps everyone to know:

• how people will be set up to work from home, including how the employer will carry out risk   
 assessments

• who will provide and pay for equipment?

• how homeworkers will be managed

• how things like expenses, tax and information security are handled

• the employer’s approach to homeworking in non-emergency situations

If a homeworking policy has been previously agreed with a trade union, the employer must agree any 
changes with a trade union representative. 

Working from home after the covid-19 crisis

The guidance can also be used as a tool for an ongoing and continued shift in employer policies towards 
incorporating higher levels of homeworking in a post-COVID landscape. In conjunction with their workforce 
employers could change their working practices more long term. Introducing flexible and agile working 
policies that balances the needs of employers and workers has been found to raise loyalty, motivation and 
business productivity as workers experience an improved work-life balance.



REDEPLOYMENT 
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Employers may need to consider alternative ways of working as part of the risk assessment for employees 
who raise underlying health concerns or have vulnerable family members.

When considering changes to roles and working patterns, employers need to be flexible and work 
collaboratively with employees. The redeployment of an employee may be necessary, on a temporary or 
longer-term basis. For example, redeployment may be required for an extremely clinically vulnerable worker 
in the health care sector.

Employers should address the following points when redeploying staff:

• Any redeployment must be agreed between the employer and employee.

• Staff must have the appropriate skills and knowledge for the role into which they will be redeployed.

• If changes to the role are not covered by the existing contract of employment, they may need to be  
 re-negotiated.

• All details of the redeployment should be clearly confirmed in writing, including any adjustments to  
 line managers, policies and procedures and agreed roles and responsibilities.



RETURNING TO WORK

Returning to work following shielding or a covid vaccination

When a return to work is possible employers must carry out individual risk assessments with employee to 
support their return. These should be undertaken well in advance. Matters to consider may involve adjusted 
duties or redeployment, provided staff agree.

Employers should speak to people individually and agree specific arrangements resulting from the risk 
assessments. Arrangements will depend upon individual circumstances and the increased transmissibility 
of the new virus strains.     

Specialist advice concerning a particular employee may be helpful, for example from an occupational health 
service, a doctor’s advice on the underlying condition, employment assistance programmes or counselling. 
You can also find information on risk assessments on the HSE website.

ACAS (the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service) recommends that discussions with employees 
include the following:

• when staff might return to the workplace

• how staff will travel to and from work

• how health and safety is being reviewed and managed, including sharing the latest risk assessment

• any planned adjustments to the workplace, for example additional hand washing facilities,   
 staggering start and finish times to avoid overcrowding or floor markings to help people keep 2   
 metres* apart 

• if there might be a phased return of the workforce, for example some staff returning before others

• working from home arrangements.

*From January 4 2021 the advice in England continues to be that people from different households should stay 
at least two meters apart from each other.

ACAS has also made some practical suggestions for managing a safe return to the workplace, such as 
arranging for someone to work different hours temporarily to avoid peak time travel or offering extra car 
parking where possible so that people can avoid using public transport. 

It is advised that employees who are defined as clinically extremely vulnerable can undertake working 
on site 1 week after receiving their second vaccination and when the government lift the restrictions for 
shielders. Further guidance or updates will be published as soon as it is available. 
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ANNUAL LEAVE 

The Covid-19 pandemic is a challenging and unsettling time for everyone.  Many employees will have had 
pre-booked holidays cancelled due to travel restrictions. In addition, the uncertainty around travel 
arrangements has resulted in a reduction of employees taking annual leave. The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic 
means that we need to review our arrangements for managing annual leave.  

All employees are entitled to an annual leave allowance which is set out in their relevant terms and conditions 
of employment.  Employees may or may not ordinarily be able to carry over from one leave year to the next 
depending on their terms and conditions. 

Covid-19 arrangements for carry over  

The Government has advised that for employees who have not taken all of their statutory annual leave 
entitlement as a direct result of needing to continue working to meet the service demands from the pandemic, 
the outstanding balance of the statutory allowance can be carried over in to the next 2 annual leave years 
(i.e., up to the end of March 2022, and only the untaken amount of the statutory entitlement). However, it is 
important that employees and managers are aware of what this means in practice: 

· The statutory annual leave is 20 days, pro-rata for part-time employees. 

· It does not extend to any additional contractual annual leave that employees may be afforded; 

· The carry over only applies where employees have been unable to take the statutory annual leave  
 due to Covid-19 service demands i.e., circumstances where Companies may have stood down   
 annual leave for frontline employees to meet service needs arising from surges in activity and   
 significant employee shortages;

· It is subject to normal line manager approval for carry over.

The extended carry over of annual leave does not apply where employees make a personal choice not to 
take annual leave because of Covid-19 social and travel restrictions; in those circumstances carry over of 
annual leave is restricted to the usual arrangements (5 days or pro rata for part time employees, and with 
prior approval from the line manager).  

Planning and requesting annual leave 

Whilst employees may feel that they would rather not take annual leave during the current pandemic and 
restrictions, it is advisable for managers and employees to have discussions regarding when the annual 
leave entitlement will be taken during the current annual leave year. 

To avoid large amounts of untaken annual leave building up, and employees not being able to carry all of it 
forward if it has been built up through personal choice rather than due to COVID-19 pressures, employees 
should be encouraged to have taken at least 50 per cent of their annual leave entitlement by the end of 
October 2021, and managers should keep take-up of annual leave under review. This should not be 
significantly different to how annual leave is managed throughout the year normally as all employees should 
be taking reasonable periods of leave throughout the year for their wellbeing.
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ANNUAL LEAVE 

Leave arrangements should be discussed and agreed with the line manager as normal. Some employees 
may prefer to take leave in blocks of a week or two, or they may want to take single days, or a combination 
of both. Managers should be as flexible as possible, balanced with the responsibility to ensure continuity of 
services.  

Employees should be aware that it may not be possible to agree all leave requests if a large proportion of 
leave is saved to the end of the annual leave year and should be reminded that the carry over rules are as 
set out above. Employees have worked hard and deserve all of the leave they are entitled to – it would be 
regrettable if employees did not make full use of their entitlement and lost out on leave which falls beyond 
the carry over allowances. 

Requests to cancel annual leave

Any requests for cancelling annual leave should be discussed with employees and consideration given as 
to the reason for cancellation and balancing the well-being aspect of taking time off. Consideration should 
also be given to the proportion of annual leave already committed/taken and the balance remaining. 

Mangers are expected to be flexible on a case- by- case basis. Requests to cancel annual leave are at the 
manager’s discretion. It is important that these are discussed and other arrangements considered. 

Managers do not want to be faced with a situation where they are trying to manage a disproportionate 
volume of annual leave, which would place additional pressures on services and colleagues.
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH, SAFETY AND WELLBEING

Occupational health, safety and wellbeing

It is important that employees and managers are aware of the need for regular periods of annual leave, even 
if travel plans are on hold or some activities are restricted due to the pandemic. 

Whether employees are working on-site or working from home, employees are positively encouraged to 
take annual leave where they can in order to maintain their physical and mental health and wellbeing and to 
be able to rest and recuperate. 

Employees who return to work from an extended period of shielding and who have not been working from 
home may want to consider using annual leave in advance of their return and to phase their return back in 
to work activity. Managers of employees who have been shielding should discuss the return to work 
reorientation plan with individuals, recognising that a return after any significant period of time out of the 
workplace needs a period of resettling and adjustment, and also recognising that some employees returning 

from shielding may experience heightened anxiety or tiredness.

Looking after employees mental health

During the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, employees may be working from home, leaving their home 
to go to work or on ‘furlough’ (temporary leave). 

In any of these situations, employees may find it hard to look after their mental health and wellbeing. For 
example, they may be working longer hours, be under pressure, have childcare responsibilities or find it 
difficult to cope with minimal social contact. 

There is no right or wrong way to feel in their situation. But some common feelings may include stress or 
anxiety. 

If you already have a mental health problem, it’s particularly important to talk to your manager about how 
you’re feeling. Your manager may be able to give you extra support. 

To help support employee’s wellbeing, employers should:

• stay in contact with people – encourage employees to talk to their Line manager, colleagues or   
 friends about how they’re feeling

• seek help to develop a routine so they plan in advance what they’ll be doing each day

• encourage them to keep active and exercise 

• make time for activities they enjoy

• reflect on what helps them feel more positive and what does not
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH, SAFETY AND WELLBEING

Support available through work 

Employers should make remind employees what support is available if they have concerns about their 
mental health. 

Employers have a ‘duty of care’. This means they must do all they reasonably can to support employee’s 
health, safety and wellbeing.

For example, some workplaces offer counselling. If it’s offered, it’ll usually be through a scheme known as 
an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP).

Your workplace might also:

• have a mental health ‘champion’ – someone at work who leads on changing attitudes to mental   
 health 

• offer support in other ways, such as a mental health support group, or mental health network with  
 other businesses or organisations
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CHILDCARE

Childcare

In early January, Scotland announced a national lockdown for the mainland, with remote schooling for all, 
except vulnerable young people and children of key workers, from 11th January to 29th January and 
childcare closed to all but key worker and vulnerable children until 18th January. The Prime Minister then 
announced a national lockdown of at least six weeks for England [until mid-February], with schools closed 
to most pupils, but nurseries, special schools and childminders able to stay open. Welsh schools will close 
until at least 18th January and Northern Ireland temporarily delayed opening schools to face-to-face learning 
for all pupils.

What can you do?

The Government guidance says that, unlike in March 2020, informal childcare for children under 13 is 
exempt from lockdowns and other restrictions, meaning anyone who has “a consistent childcare relationship” 
with a child or children can form a childcare bubble and look after them. This does not, however, apply to 
occasional playdates. For any given childcare bubble, this must always be between the same two households.

In England, childminders, babysitters and nannies are also able to operate so long as they adhere to the 
Government guidance. Those who are in an extended bubble with another single family member or a single 
parent family in a bubble with another household can help each other with childcare.

Addressing school-related problems

So, what can employers do if employees have coronavirus childcare problems as a result of COVID-19 
restrictions?

Consider whether an employee can work from home, see the guidance above on how this might be facilitated 
and things you could consider to make this possible.  Remember, employees have not asked for this 
situation, like employers they are just trying to manage through it as best they can.  

If home-working is not an option, could your employees be furloughed. The scheme is being extended to 
the end of April and will be replaced by the Job Support Scheme. The Government guidance now states: 

“If employees are unable to work, including from home, due to caring responsibilities arising from coronavirus 
(Covid-19), such as caring for children who are at home as a result of school and childcare facilities closing, 
or caring for a vulnerable individual in their household, then they should speak to their employer about 
whether they plan to place staff on furlough.“ 

This includes for employers who are able to operate during the lockdown. It must be agreed by the employer 
and employee, however. The TUC is worried many employers don’t understand that they can furlough staff 
for this reason alone, but there is also evidence that some employers are refusing to furlough people 
because of childcare reasons.
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CHILDCARE

Apply for flexible working. The government is advising those who can work from home to do so. See our 
guidance on options for working from home above. If employees can’t work from home or cannot work their 
full hours due to childcare issues, they could ask to reduce their hours temporarily on an informal basis. If 
they want something more formal where their rights are protected and their employer can only turn down 
their request citing one of eight different reasons, they can apply for flexible working formally, but be aware 
that if they change their hours that is a permanent change and they would need to wait at least a year to 
change their hours back. They could also try to negotiate some proportion of their week to be spent working 
from home, if this is possible.

• Employees could use annual leave which will have continued to build up if they have been   
 furloughed. Employees could also ask their employer if they could take annual leave in advance. 
 Up to four weeks’ annual leave not taken in 2020 can be carried over to 2021.

• Use unpaid parental leave and time off for emergencies 
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Follow us 

Centric HR Limited 
Hawkesyard Estate
Hawkesyard Hall 
Armitage Lane

Armitage 
Staffordshire
WS15 1PU

T: 03333 660567

E: enquiries@centrichr.co.uk

W: www.centrichr.co.uk

Centric HR and how we can help

Centric HR offers advice and guidance to employers on an ad-hoc or retained service basis.  
We have a vast array of template letters for Covid situations, if you need help or advice 

for your organisation we are here to help.  

Call us now on 03333660567 for a no obligation discussion and the first call to discuss 
your needs is free.


