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COVID-19 has put trust front and centre in human resources
management

As employee surveillance software multiplies, managers are learning that trust
is central to performance, engagement and retention, write Eileen Aitken-Fox,
Jane Coffey, Kantha Dayaram, Scott Fitzgerald, Chahat Gupta, Steve McKenna,
and Amy Wei Tian

N

If the world wanted to know what impact a global health threat would have on work and working
practices, COVID-19 has provided some answers. The pandemic led to rapid and varied government
responses requiring self-isolation and lock down across the globe. Employers have had to respond
quickly to ensure business continuity and often, the only way to keep businesses operating was to move
employees to remote working arrangements.

From our research in Australia, the majority of organisations (over 66%) report that COVID-19 has had
a negative impact on the workforce. Understandably so. However, findings so far also indicate positive
outcomes, with 32% of respondents stating it was apparent that employees could be productive and
focused when not in the office and that they would consider allowing employees to continue to work
from home after social distancing restrictions are lifted.

The consideration of remote working by employers as an integral part of the ‘new normal’ is
encouraging. Furthermore, organisations also reported greater workplace collaboration, flexibility, and
adaptability as some of the positive behaviours displayed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Remote
working was and is a key element showing how work could continue to be undertaken productively ‘at a
distance’.

Our research with HR professionals and senior leaders reported that the move to remote working was
achieved in a matter of days, including the relocation of jobs never previously considered suitable for
working from home. It appears that this ‘forced’ move to remote working has challenged organisations
to think differently. Employers have had to respond more rapidly to change, take action, and be more
agile and adaptive to survive. Remote working became a critical aspect of business continuity.

Respondents raised a number of issues experienced in the change to remote working. Many are
technical, relating to the availability of the most appropriate and effective technology. However, of crucial
importance is the level of trust that exists between managers and their employees. When our
respondents were asked why remote work was unavailable or limited prior to COVID-19, respondents
referred often to an absence of trust. When asked why certain operational roles had not previously been
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afforded the opportunity to work from home, a senior HR practitioner stated, “just purely [employees’]
presence and managers expecting them to be present, and | would expect trust as well’. Managers not
trusting staff to work effectively and productively as remote employees reflects a more deep-seated
problem, given that we know trust to be a crucial element in the willingness of employees to be more
committed and engaged at work. Trust is not situational. If a manager does not trust their employees to
work productively when not in the office, they will not trust them in the office and their management style
will be reflective of this.

One way in which managers appear to have resolved their absence of trust is through the use of
employee monitoring systems. Whether they are aware of it or not, many workers have their every
movement tracked on the work laptop or computer: what websites are visited; time spent on social
media; keystrokes per minute and gaps in activity. Notably, sales of software that monitor employee
computer activity have surged since the COVID-19 pandemic was declared, with some suppliers
reporting a 300 per cent increase in Australian customers in the last two months. We might argue that
the degree of employee surveillance is an indication of the degree of trust afforded by managers.

A number of respondents said they hoped to leverage the recent remote working experience to change
leaders’ and managers’ views on working from home, but they also recognised potential challenges.
Some respondents indicated that decisions about working from home rest with individual managers,
suggesting that while many had embraced remote working, others had merely tolerated the interim
arrangements. When asked to explain this divergence of opinion, respondents were consistent —
absence of trust. One respondent lamented a disappointing consequence of the move to remote work in
their organisation, noting, “this has seen an increase in micromanaging from managers and employees
feeling a sense of lack of trust from their superiors”.

Others, however, were more optimistic and shared the view that the remote working experience had
given senior leaders greater confidence in their workforce, having recognised increased employee
engagement, greater collaboration and unity of purpose. As one respondent, who referred to remote
working as being “frowned upon” prior to COVID, shared, “we have been very surprised at the great
things we’ve seen from people working from home and the very small number of concerns raised or
issues that have gotten in the way’.

More positive experiences were characterised as increased mutual trust between managers and
employees, greater sense of autonomy and empowerment of experienced employees, and more
discretionary effort exhibited by employees. One CEO, traditionally distrustful of remote working and on
record as stating that “working from home is not an option”, changed her perspective as a result of the
COVID-19 experience. Noting the organisation, “did not skip a beat’” when the majority of the workforce
worked remotely, the CEO confirmed that working from home will continue. Interestingly, a recent
employee pulse survey in that organisation demonstrated a significant increase in employee
engagement when compared to a survey undertaken in prior COVID-19 in January 2020.

COVID-19 may have accelerated some future work initiatives, for example more virtual teams who are
self-managed and project/outcomes based. Whilst there are many benefits associated with virtual
teams, absence of trust is consistently recognised as an impediment to success. Certainly the
correlation between trust, organisational commitment, and team performance has long been
established. Leaders and managers will increasingly need to learn that trust is central to the
performance, commitment, engagement and retention of productive employees. As one respondent
shared, “before COVID the majority of leaders believed if | cannot see you, you will be doing wrong
things, if | can’t see you, | can’t trust you”. In future, leaders and managers will need to build trust by
believing in its power and walking the talk.

As our study develops and we gather data locally and overseas, we become further informed about the
impact of and implications for working practices of the pandemic. It will be important, however, not only
to understand how practice changes, but whether there is a great realisation of the importance of trust
in workplace relationships, particularly when people are working ‘at a distance’.

To this end, while our research indicates that in a crisis employees were ‘trusted’ to effectively switch to
off-site work — indeed some organisations support its continuity post COVID, will this apply for
organisations focused on a ‘presenteeism or surveillance’ culture or where large onsite capital
investments have been made?
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