
COVID-19	and	the	changing	employee	experience

While	remote	working	has	been	available	to	many	employees	for	many	years,	the	COVID-19	pandemic	has	clearly
accelerated	its	scalability	beyond	what	could	have	been	imagined.	From	our	research	in	Australia,	most
organisations	had	only	a	specialised	few	or	no	employees	working	from	home	before	the	pandemic.	Over	the	last
two	months,	however,	these	organisations	have	had	to	make	fast	and	agile	change	to	facilitate	remote	working	in
order	to	achieve	business	continuity.	Inevitably	this	has	led	to	a	very	different	experience	for	most	employees	than
that	which	previously	prevailed.

The	COVID-19	situation	is	potentially	a	pivotal	cultural	shift	for	some	employers	who	have,	in	very	recent	times,
sought	to	focus	on	the	employee	experience	as	the	gateway	to	achieving	greater	employee	engagement	and
productivity.	It	seems	clear	that	typical	attempts	to	engage	employees	have	been	characterised	by	abysmal	failure.
And,	so	the	argument	goes,	if	organisations	can	focus	on	the	feelings	employees	have	about	their	interactions	with
their	employer	a	more	positive	experience	can	be	created.	This,	in	turn,	it	is	argued,	will	lead	to	employees	who	are
more	engaged,	committed	and	satisfied,	particularly	if	the	nature	of	these	interactions	is	co-created	with	employees.
In	seeking	to	enhance	the	employee	experience,	organisations,	such	as	IBM,	have	used	design-thinking	to	co-
create	better	employee	experiences	by	involving	employees	in	the	process	of	design.

“we	need	to	redesign	jobs	to	best	suit	the	modern
world,	and	work	out	what	that	is”

Our	research	among	HR	professionals	and	managers	with	people	management	responsibility	shows	that	beyond
COVID-19	the	overall	view	is	that	the	world	of	work	will	transform	into	a	new	normal.	What	does	this	mean	for	the
employee	experience?

The	employee	experience	is	largely	related	to	three	spheres:	the	work	itself,	the	social	sphere	and	the	spatial	or
physical,	sphere.	These	spheres	of	employee	experience	in	turn	underpin	key	dimensions	of	‘job	quality’,	a	notion
central	to	the	ILO’s	Decent	Work	Agenda	and	to	the	European	Union’s	Quality	of	Work	practices.	Employees
interact	with	and	have	feelings	about	the	work/working	sphere.	These	interactions	are	embodied	in	HR	systems,
policies	and	procedures,	for	example,	on-boarding,	learning	and	development,	career	opportunities,	rewards	and
performance	management	systems.	They	also	concern	the	design	of	work	and	the	extent	to	which	employees	think
their	work	is	purposeful,	and	that	they	experience	autonomy,	discretion	and	mastery.	Employees,	in	addition,	will
want	the	‘tools’	to	do	their	job	and	perform	their	specific	role	and	responsibilities.
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The	social	sphere	relates	to	the	interactions	employees	have	in	the	workplace	with	other	people.	It	will	involve	their
interactions	with	the	boss,	peers	and	other	stakeholders.	It	will	encompass	the	experience	employees	have	of
teams	and	collaboration.	In	addition,	it	will	relate	to	feelings	of	perceived	trust	and	fairness	that	an	employee
experiences	in	relation	to	these	relationships	and	also	organisational	systems	more	generally	(as	in	the	work
sphere).	The	social	sphere	would	also	involve	workplace	friendships,	mutual	support	and	the	alleviation	or	creation
of	workplace	stress	and	issues	of	well-being	as	a	consequence	of	the	social	environment	and	interactions.

The	spatial	sphere	is	the	physical	environment	or	space	within	which	work	is	performed.	Employees	will	experience
this	environment	in	multiple	ways	and	the	more	control	they	have	over	it,	the	more	likely	they	will	have	positive	work
experiences.

It	is	argued	that	through	intense	and	regular	feedback	and	co-creation	of	the	work,	social	and	spatial	spheres	by
the	employer	and	employee,	the	overall	employee	experience	can	be	made	much	more	positive	with	greater	job
quality.	In	turn,	this	will	lead	to	‘real’	employee	engagement.	Apart	from	IBM,	we	know	of	a	number	of	organisations
experimenting	and	using	design-thinking	in	this	way	to	improve	the	employee	experience.

Our	research	in	Australia	indicates	that	the	COVID-19	pandemic,	as	elsewhere	in	the	world,	has	significantly
impacted	the	spheres	of	work	and	sites	of	employee	experience.	While	many	will	transition	back	to	offices	and	other
sites	in	the	post-COVID	situation,	our	respondents	indicated	that	there	will	need	to	be	a	re-evaluation	of	work	and
the	design	of	work.	As	one	respondent	stated,	“we	need	to	redesign	jobs	to	best	suit	the	modern	world,	and	work
out	what	that	is”.	Many	respondents	were	also	clear	that	new	HR	policies	and	practices	would	need	to	be
introduced	for	more	to	fit	the	requirement	for	greater	agility	and	flexibility.	As	far	as	the	work	sphere	is	concerned,
we	argue	that	now	is	the	time	for	co-creation	of	these	new	policies	and	practices	and	work	designs	by	specifically
engaging	employees	in	this	process.	In	a	situation	where	there	are	very	few	experts	to	show	the	way	forward,	co-
creating	more	positive	experiences	at	work	seems	to	make	sense.

“connections	will	need	to	be	completely	re-thought
and	we	are	still	thinking	about	what	this	might	mean
for	collaborations	and	careers	and	staff	wellbeing	and

stress	levels”
Similarly	with	the	social	sphere.	An	increase	in	remote	working	means	that	people-to-people	interactions	will	take	a
different	form,	many	will	be	virtual.	In	addition,	issues	of	trust	and	fairness	take	on	a	different	hue	in	such	situations,
particularly	where	there	is	a	lack	of	‘visibility’	in	the	workplace.	Networks	and	formal	and	informal	connections	are
also	impacted,	with	the	social	contact	of	the	office	lost	or	reduced.	There	is	likely	also	to	be	a	need	to	re-think
traditional	workplace	signalling	and	managing	promotion	and	career	development	expectations.	This	is	more	so
when	visibility	is	lost	or	reduced,	which	needs	to	be	thought-through	and	managed.	Once	again,	this	is	an	excellent
opportunity	to	consider	how	the	social	experience	of	work	might	be	co-created	in	a	number	of	ways	to	ensure	that
this	crucial	element	of	work	produces	positive	people-to-people	relationships.	One	respondent	stated	that
“connections	will	need	to	be	completely	re-thought	and	we	are	still	thinking	about	what	this	might	mean	for
collaborations	and	careers	and	staff	wellbeing	and	stress	levels”.

Our	respondents	overwhelmingly	indicated	that	remote	working	would	increase	in	the	future	and	that	new	policies
and	practices	would	need	to	be	developed.	However,	with	respect	to	the	spatial	sphere	remote	working	raises
important	issues.	At	the	simplest	level	is	the	actual	space,	typically	the	home,	where	work	is	done.	Employees	will
experience	this	as	a	work	space	very	differently	from	the	office.	One	respondent	stated:	“business	needs	to	think
now	much	more	about	supporting	staff	who	are	not	working	in	the	office,	just	in	terms	of	how	to	deal	with	working
full-time	at	home”.	The	home	space	may	be	filled	with	others	who	are	not	co-workers.	Employees	who	are	working
at	home	will	also	need	to	establish	spaces	to	facilitate	work	which	are	safe	and	will	need	support	from	their
employer	to	perform	well	in	very	different	environmental	contexts.	This	new	spatial	sphere	for	work	can	also	be	the
subject	of	co-creation,	as	long	as	employers	do	not	see	remote	working	as	simply	a	source	of	cost-savings.
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Having	stated	this,	however,	some	respondents	did	recognise	the	financial	benefits	from	the	reduction	of	physical
infrastructure.	One	CEO	from	an	organisation	undergoing	significant	growth,	and	planning	to	relocate	to	larger
premises	prior	to	COVID,	stated	that	remote	working	would	now	replace	the	need	to	relocate.	Another	respondent,
a	board	chair	and	non-executive	director,	also	anticipated	a	future	without	large	city	office	buildings	and
unnecessary	infrastructure	costs	stating,	“CEOs	will	be	asking,	‘why	do	we	pay	$1	m	rent	each	year	for	these	big
buildings?”.

Organisations	that	have	focused	on	the	employee	experience	of	work	have	found	that	it	is	a	complex	task	of
mapping	and	co-creating	with	employees.	The	employer	journey	to	improve	interactions	with	employees	needs	to
be	ongoing	and	fluid	because	feelings,	derived	from	interactions	that	form	into	experiences,	are	ephemeral.	They
have	to	be	always	under	review.	Now,	more	so	than	ever,	employee	experiences	of	interactions	with	their	employer
will	be	complex,	volatile	and	uncertain	in	the	work,	social	and	spatial	spheres.	This	might	provide	a	great
opportunity	for	the	co-creation	of	positive	employee	experiences	in	the	post-COVID	world	that	enable	more
meaningful	long-term	and	fruitful	employee	engagement	as	well	as	higher	quality	and	more	decent	work.	Such	work
could	also	be	shaped	with	all	the	rights	and	protections	that	employees	should	expect.

From	the	same	team	of	researchers:
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Eileen	Aitken-Fox	is	an	experienced	industrial	relations,	people	and	culture,	and	organisational
development	professional	and	academic.	She	has	worked	in	leadership	roles	in	listed	companies,
higher	education,	and	the	not-for-profit	sector.	She	has	worked	extensively	in	the	Asia	Pacific	region,
holding	managing	director	accountability	for	an	ASX-listed	organisation	working	across	multiple
countries	and	locations.	She	has	extensive	experience	leading	diverse	and	virtual	teams	as	a
business	professional,	and	this	experience	underpins	her	theoretical	skills	and	knowledge	as	a
teaching	academic.

Jane	Coffey	is	an	academic	with	the	faculty	of	business	and	law	at	Curtin	University.	She	teaches
and	researches	in	career	sustainability,	graduate	employability,	talent	retention	and	the	future	of
work.	She	is	also	an	author	of	a	best-selling	university	text	on	strategic	human	resources.	Dr	Coffey
has	spent	many	years	as	a	deputy	head	of	school,	discipline	lead	and	faculty	representative	on	a
number	of	university	committees.	She	is	a	member	of	the	Australian	Human	Research	Institute	State
Council.

Kantha	Dayaram	is	an	associate	professor	of	human	resource	management	and	industrial	relations
at	Curtin	University.	Her	research	interests	include	transitional	labour	markets	and	labour
development;	working	time	and	well-being.

	

	

Scott	Fitzgerald	is	a	senior	lecturer	and	discipline	lead	(people,	culture	and	organisations)	in	the
School	of	Management	at	Curtin	University.	His	research	interests	are	located	in	the	areas	of
industrial/employment	relations,	sociology	and	political	economy	and	focus	primarily	on
organisations,	professionalism	and	work	in	the	public	sector	and	in	the	communications	and	cultural

sectors.
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Chahat	Gupta	is	a	postgraduate	student	at	Curtin	Business	School,	Perth,	Australia.
Her	interests	include	the	nature	of	human	resource	work	and	the	contributions	HR	can
make	to	organisational	development	as	well	as	the	evolving	role	of	HR	leaders	and
changing	practices	in	talent	management	in	a	global	context.

	

Steve	McKenna	is	an	associate	professor	of	management	at	Curtin	Business	School.	He	has
worked	in	Asia,	North	America	and	Europe	in	commerce	and	academia.	His	research	interests
include	global	mobility	and	networks;	human	resource	management	and	ethics;	career	transition;	and
talent	management.	He	has	published	on	these	topics	in	leading	academic	journals.

	

Amy	Wei	Tian	is	an	associate	professor	in	human	resource	management	at	Curtin	Business	School.
Her	research	focuses	on	how	strategic	human	resource	management	and	leadership	affect	people’s
attitudinal	and	behavioural	outcomes	such	as	creativity	and	innovation.	She	also	examines	how
multicultural	employees,	leaders	and	teams	can	contribute	to	team	and	organisational	success.
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