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Leading Toward the
Next Normal
The shutdowns caused by the Covid-19 pandemic forced
many organizations to embark upon a massive
work-from-home or hybrid work experiment that
presented many unknowns: How do we keep workers
safe? Can we stay productive and keep morale high?
What?s the best way to communicate and collaborate?
How long will some? or all? be out of the office? Just as
living through a modern-day pandemic has been
unprecedented, so is reacclimating to the working world
during a reopening process.
A big takeaway throughout this journey has been
employees?need for flexibility. While some companies
are now embracing a fully remote model, others are
opting for a hybrid work plan, some are requiring
everyone back in the office and, of course, there are
those direct care entities that have been on the
frontlines throughout. While each organization has its
own policies around physical work environments and
expectations, leaders are the ones who implement
changes, manage a range of reactions, and fine-tune
strategies as they take on new challenges, such as
employee burnout, a tightening labor market and the
prospect of new Covid-19 variants.Acknowledging the
complexity of this transition is the first step to
supporting it.
Ensure that employees know as much as possible about
what they can anticipate with updated work
expectations, particularly around health screenings,
social distancing, masks and sick days. Where once the
seasonal coughs and sniffles were considered a necessary
evil of office life, these days, it could cause significant
stress. Clarifying that it?s unacceptable to work from the
office while under the weather is important, both for
both physical health and peace of mind.

?We?re at the beginning of a

longitudinal study in human
behavior. The employee
response we?re seeing is a
normal response to a
traumatic period. If employers
truly acknowledge this, they
can empower employees to
find their way.?
- Adria Horn, Army Veteran
and Executive VP, Tilson
Technology

It may be worthwhile to conduct a survey or hold a
facilitated conversation where employees can discuss
what they?ve experienced and their concerns about
updated workplace expectations. For some, changes
ignite fears about contracting COVID-19. Other
employees fear loss of flexible work, resuming an
unmanageable commute, or losing the connection to
home and family that they nurtured during the
pandemic. Each of these concerns can be addressed, but
in different ways depending on work expectations. Take
the time to practice active listening so that you can
better understand your team members.
Employees often feel vulnerable discussing these
sensitive topics. You can help them feel seen and
supported by simply acknowledging what they are
going through and thanking them for sharing it with
you. This practice leads to a workplace culture of
psychological safety, where employees have confidence
to speak up, admit a mistake, or offer a dissenting point
of view without rejection or punishment. Then invite
employees to share what works for them. For example,

an employee may have benefited from daily work breaks
at home to walk the dog and worries he won?t have that
flexibility when he returns to the office: consider ways in
which you can support him taking breaks away from his
desk. At the same time, avoid the temptation to
over-promise. Be realistic and straightforward in your
communication. It?s okay to acknowledge when you
can?t make an accommodation. The important thing is to
have the conversation.
Remember that employees need time to adapt to more
defined work expectations. Normalize fatigue and offer
patience and compassion whenever possible. Model
taking breaks to decompress. Share how you as a leader
are doing through the transition, particularly the ways in
which you?re taking care of yourself. Invest time in
getting to know your employees again, as much has
changed in the past few years. Everyone will benefit
from creating the time and space to reconnect and
recalibrate as you create the next normal with
your team.

Work Force EAP is here for you and your employees. In addition to 24/ 7 phone support,
counseling, training, executive coaching, and critical incident responses, we also facilitate
conversations around Navigating the Next Normal.For more information, call
1.800.769.9819 or visit www.workforceeap.com.
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