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The recent outbreak of the coronavirus, leading to exponential increases 
in diagnosed cases of the disease caused by the virus (Covid-19), has found 
virtually all businesses around the world unprepared for the far-reaching 
impact on both  business activities and the management of employees. 
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Introduction

The sudden need for social distancing to contain the 
spread of the disease has meant that employers are 
having to very quickly adapt to changes in the working 
arrangements of their employees, challenging what 
have previously been considered as ‘normal’ ways 
of working and requiring them to have a different 
approach to people management.  

A survey by IBEC, released on March 26th, 2020 (IBEC, 
2020) highlighted some major business challenges 
facing companies in the initial stages of the Covid-19 
crisis  including uncertainty around business continuity, 
cost containment, reduced/lost orders or sales, and 
supply chain disruption.  Employee-related challenges 
included difficulty in facilitating remote working and 
difficulty in implementing social distancing measures. 

In addressing their employee-related challenges, typical 
supports offered by companies include  additional 
employee health and well-being supports, safety 
measures for workers on site and the introduction of 
remote working options. 

A key challenge facing employers now is how to keep 
their employees motivated and engaged during this 
period. This has become particularly necessary as some 
companies have had to lay off some of their employees, 
while others have kept their employees on but with a 
significant reduction in workload and increase in spare 
capacity.   

The purpose of this guide is to provide advice to 
EI & LEO  client companies, in the context of the 
rapidly evolving Covid-19 situation, on how to 
keep their employees engaged during this period.  
Whilst this is a difficult time for most employers 
and employees, it is also a unique opportunity for 
companies to review and improve on how they 
motivate and engage their employees, not only for 
the short term, but also for the longer-term, when 
this pandemic eventually ends.

The guide is intended to:

 Provide employers with overall guidance and 
tips on keeping employees motivated and 
engaged, both from an operational (day-to-
day) and a strategic (longer term/retention) 
perspective.

 Address key elements of employee 
engagement and motivation, particularly 
in the context of remote working such as 
managing communication and fostering 
collaboration, leading remote teams 
effectively,  promoting employee well-being 
and managing performance. 

Objectives & Scope
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Communication
Communicating with employees during this crisis period  is  essential in order to sustain 
levels of  employee engagement.  It is increasingly critical for companies to not only maintain 
communication with employees, but in fact  increase the frequency and depth.  A robust 
communication plan and process during a crisis will ensure that a company is able to continue 
to disseminate critical information to employees, provide direction to ensure business 
continuity, understand employees’ needs and provide relevant support as required. In the 
sections below, we highlight the specific areas around communication with employees which 
your company should consider focusing on. 

Decision Making

Be clear about priorities and 
objectives, involve key stakeholders 

and communicate the reasons for 
decisions to get the buy-in of the 

wider team.

Communicating your Vision & Mission

Be clear on the Mission, Vision and Goals of the company; communicate 
these with clarity and ensure people understand the role they will play.

Communicating 
effectively with a Remote Team

Be consistent with the technology you use 
and with meeting times, provide access 
for all employees and encourage the use 
of video calls as well as email.
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Your Vision & Mission

While you may have had a fully developed mission, 
vision and strategy for your business prior to the 
pandemic, it is likely that the focus of your business 
may now have to change. Your employees will need 
to see your business differently during the months 
ahead and so creating a short-term vision and mission 
to provide clarity for them and their role during this 
period is critical.  

The mission should ideally be communicated in 
bite-size chunks, such as defining a single purpose 
for the next quarter and highlighting what it means 
for the employee today, this week or this month. This 
will help them find any silver lining in an otherwise 
difficult time, and enable your company plot the path 
post-crisis.

Communicating the Vision

It is important to communicate with empathy and 
compassion, based on the acknowledgement that 
this is a difficult and uncertain time for everyone. This 
should be balanced with hard rational messages. Your 
employees are at the core of this change, so their role 
must be central to this vision.

As a leader, it is also essential to own your message 
- being honest with your employees and providing 
continuous information indicates a recognition of 
the impact of uncertainty on your team. Accept and 
acknowledge to them that you may be communicating 
with imperfect information at times and your 
decisions may well be evolving decisions. 

Communicating your Vision & Mission
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Tips for Ongoing Communication 
of The Vision & Mission

Some ways in which you can keep 
communication of the vision and mission 
ongoing include:

• Holding a weekly ‘All Hands’ meeting and 
inviting employees to join the call.

• Providing your employees with an update on 
the company’s progress and current business 
activity. Share the good, the bad and the ugly 
and avoid the rumour mill.

• Instilling a message of ‘purpose’ that connects 
your people to your mission and vision. This 
will be of significant benefit and will foster their 
continued engagement with the company and 
their work.
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Objectives and goals provide a sense of purpose for your team; therefore, it is important to give your employees 
something to focus on to help maintain energy and engagement. A few key considerations in setting goals include:

Consistency 

Maintaining consistent communication can be a 
regular challenge within remote teams, but it becomes 
even more essential during a time of fear and anxiety.  
Meetings can sometimes appear as ‘optional’ because 
we are not required in person.  To ensure this is not 
the case, it is important to set regular meetings and 
put them in the calendar.  

Agree on the main communication channel and 
where important updates will be posted so that 
employees can access relevant information easily and 
efficiently. Even then, be mindful of email traffic –  use 
‘reply to all’ sparingly as it tends to clog up inboxes 
unnecessarily, resulting in important emails being 
more likely to be missed.

Flexibility 

In the current climate, many people are facing 
various challenges working from home. Childcare, for 
example, is impacting on some employees’ ability to 
work ‘core hours’; this should be taken into account 
when agreeing on a time for team meetings. It is 
equally important as a business leader, that you make 
yourself available beyond the ‘normal’ hours. It may 
also be useful to record team meetings so employees 
who could not attend can listen back at another time 
during the day.

Where possible try and incorporate video meetings 
rather than regular conference calls as they encourage 
greater interaction among employees.

Finally, allow time for 1:1s as not everyone feels 
comfortable to speak up in a group setting and this 
may result in you missing out on key feedback.

Communicating with your team
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Tips for Communicating with 
Remote Teams

As you communicate with your team, it may be 
useful to bear the following in mind:

• Consider whether you are utilising all the 
elements of communication (words, tone  and 
body language) to help you deliver your key 
message when communicating with a remote 
team 

• Clearly, it is more difficult to utilise body 
language in emails and phone calls; therefore 
there may be value in communicating virtually 
via video call/Facetime etc. 

• Body language tips include gestures such as 
nodding along, smiling, making eye contact, 
sitting not slouching, using your hands 
(although you should be mindful of how often 
you do this so that it does not become a 
distraction).

• The use of video and audio calls does not 
mean that there is no place for email. In fact, 
emails can play an important role in clarifying 
details discussed during phone or video calls.

Copyright © 2020 Enterprise Ireland. All rights reserved.



Decision making can be tricky during periods of 
uncertainty such as this; information is continually 
evolving and leaders are required to make tough 
decisions quickly, some of which are likely to have a 
long-term impact on the business.  In such situations, 
it is important, where possible, to take a measured 
approach and make holistic decisions that consider 
immediate need, future opportunity and long-term 
implications. 

As a business leader, being clear about the priorities, 
the objectives, available information, the key 
stakeholders and alternative options will help you 
make quick, effective decisions. Communicating the 
reasons for the decisions and the options considered 
will enhance further the lines of communication and 
support getting the buy-in of the wider team.  

Important considerations include ensuring that key 
people are invited into the decision-making process, 
recognising that team/project meetings can be a 
difficult environment to make decisions.    For wider 
team decisions, the use of polls (with limited options) 
will foster greater interaction and involvement of 
employees in the decision-making process.  

• Communication should be a priority for every leader and consistency is critical in driving this

• Be clear on the mission, vision and goals of the company; communicate these with clarity and ensure people 
understand the role they will play

• Maintain communication through regular meeting times, but retain some flexibility for employees who are 
unable to work core hours

• Decide on and be consistent with the technology you use, ensuring that all employees have access

• Encourage the use of video calls during meetings as they give individuals the opportunity to use body 
language, in addition to words and tone, in communicating with others

• When making decisions, be clear about priorities and objectives, involve key stakeholders and communicate 
the reasons for decisions to get the buy-in of the wider team

Decision Making 
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Tips for Making Effective 
Decisions in a Crisis

• Identify the goals/objectives which will be 
impacted by the decision.

• Consider what information you may be 
missing in order to make a decision.

• Consider who needs to be involved.

• Consider alternative options.

• Make a choice based on the evidence you 
have and commit to your decision.

• Do allow time to reflect and review on this 
decision - was it the right decision and what 
would you do differently next time?

Summary on Communication
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Maintaining Trust & Loyalty
A company’s ability to maintain the trust and loyalty of its employees has a direct impact on 
its ability to get through a difficult time such as this. Employees who trust their leaders, have 
clarity on where the business is going and are being supported during a period of crisis are 
more likely to be engaged, motivated and committed to supporting the  company get through 
the crisis, bounce back and eventually thrive. It is therefore important for companies to 
consider carefully how they can continue to maintain the trust and loyalty of their employees.  

Employee Wellbeing

Implementing practical initiatives that take into account 
employees’ physical and mental well-being will help 
them remain engaged and committed to the company.

Engagement & Motivation

Keeping employees engaged and motivated 
requires clarity, regular connection, 

practical support and maintaining morale.
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Clarity 

As noted earlier, communication is essential to 
keeping employees engaged with your company. If the 
goals and objectives an employee has been working 
towards have changed or are no longer relevant, it is 
important to communicate this.  Bringing the vision 
and mission alive by communicating clearly to an 
employee who has been reassigned to other duties or 
whose role has changed significantly, how their new 
role fits into the new way of doing business, will go a 
long way to get their buy-in and foster engagement.  
It is also critical to ensure that employees are clear 
about what their new roles and responsibilities are. 
Once clarity and direction have been provided,  it is 
then important to give your team autonomy and trust 
them to deliver on their goals. 

Connection

Managers should connect regularly with employees, 
via face to face virtual meetings, to check-in and 
ensure they are coping well.  Empathy is crucial, 
especially as people are facing different challenges 
both personally and professionally. Checking in 
with them on how things are will go a long way to 
helping them alleviate the feelings of isolation and 
disconnection that may come with working remotely. 

Support

For employees who may be new to the company and 
are likely to be feeling overwhelmed and somewhat 
lost, implementing a buddy system could be a 
valuable support to them in navigating through the 
company during this period. 

Building Morale

Building and maintaining morale is one of the 
biggest challenges when managing a team remotely, 
particularly as the opportunities for colleagues to 
meet and interact in the canteen, at the water cooler 
and along corridors in the office have been eliminated 
by remote working. While these moments may be 
more difficult to create in a virtual world, it is vitally

important for leaders and managers to try to create 
social opportunities  for employees to connect. This 
could take the form of a coffee and catch-up meeting 
once a week or grouping employees into pairs or trios to 
provide support to one other through a daily phone call.

Engagement & Motivation
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Tips for Building Morale

• Where possible set ‘team goals’ and encourage 
people to work together.

• Provide feedback - let people know that their 
work matters and that they are contributing to 
the overall vision and mission. 

• Kudos/Shout Outs – Encourage the team to 
recognise colleagues’ efforts.

• Learning and Development – maintain a 
learning culture, where possible.  For example, 
consider whether there are online training 
courses which employees could participate in. 

• Create and maintain ‘water cooler moments’ 
by providing employees with opportunities for 
brief social interactions such as coffee break 
catch-ups, or allocating a part of the weekly 
team meeting  to some weekend de-briefs 
from a social perspective. 

• Encourage other non-work events like virtual 
coffee mornings, Friday afternoon/evening 
pizza, virtual bake-offs, step challenges 
or ‘pet meet & greet’.  If you have a Social 
Club speak with them about ideas (Netflix 
recommendations/Fitbit Challenge/House 
Party Pictionary). 

• Conduct team-wellness check-ins and 
encourage employees to avail themselves 
of any support available if the company has 
an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) 
provider.

• Ask for employees’ feedback on how they are 
finding team morale currently and what else 
the company can do to support them.

• Encourage them to come up with new ideas to 
connect, for example, bingo, table quizzes and 
other initiatives.
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Employee Wellbeing
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Tips for Maintaining Wellbeing

Below are some practical ways in which you can support  your employees to mind their mental and physical 
wellbeing.

• Help them to put some structure on their day where possible, bearing in mind that they may not be in a position 
to work during usual business hours. Encourage them to continue with existing rituals as much as possible.  
For example,  if they walked to work before, encourage them to maintain that practice by taking a walk in the 
morning.

• Encourage people to take plenty of breaks  away from the desk and switch off at the end of the day.

• Encourage employees to check in on each other – through phone calls or instant messaging.

• Promote and encourage ‘informal’ catch ups within the team; the social aspect and sense of belonging that 
comes with being part of a company is very important to a lot of employees.

• Remote working was not a planned option for many employees; as a result they may be juggling childcare and 
other family responsibilities while working.  Showing empathy and understanding of their challenges goes a 
long way to combat any feelings of guilt they may be experiencing.

• A simple ‘How are you managing?’ is a great start to promoting employee wellbeing.

• If you have an EAP provider, explore other available supports your employees may be eligible for and 
encourage them to utilise these supports. 

Working remotely can, for some people, mean it is very hard to switch off or shut down at the end of the workday and 
this may impact on an employee’s wellbeing in the long term. In addition, combining childcare with full time work may 
induce additional stress and it is therefore important to provide support to your employees in managing their well-
being. 
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• Maintaining the trust & loyalty of employees is key to keeping them engaged and motivated

• Clarity of roles, responsibilities and deliverables will help keep employees going as they know what is 
expected of them 

• Connecting regularly with employees and showing empathy regarding the personal issues they may be 
dealing with alongside work communicates to them that the company is taking these issues into account

• Providing practical support to newer employees will also keep them engaged

• Building and keeping morale up by promoting and encouraging virtual social gatherings will go a long way in 
keeping things as familiar as possible for employees

• Implementing practical initiatives that take into account employees’ physical and mental well-being will help 
them remain engaged and committed to the company

Summary on Maintaining Trust & Loyalty
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Managing Performance
A company’s survival depends on both the performance of employees in delivering 
business results and its ability to manage this performance.  In a period of crisis and 
uncertainty, it becomes even more necessary to ensure that the right structures and 
processes to support performance are implemented and that the right behaviours are 
modelled and encouraged.  There are a few areas within the performance management 
process that companies may need to review and adjust to fit the prevailing situation.  

COMMUNICATION

MANAGING
PERFORMANCE

MAINTAINING
TRUST &
LOYALTY

Setting Objectives & Goals

Managing employee performance 
appropriately involves setting clear 
and smart goals, tracking progress, 
measuring results, giving feedback 
and recognising performance.

Giving Feedback

Feedback should be both positive 
and constructive; it should also 
be specific and timely.

Tracking Progress &
Measuring Results

Managers should measure
engagement, participation,

initiative, motivation and output.

Recognising Performance

Performance should be
recognised on both an

individual and a team basis.
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Objectives and goals provide a sense of purpose for your team; therefore, it is important to give your employees 
something to focus on to help maintain energy and engagement. 

Key Considerations in Setting 
Objectives & Goals

• Clarity – Goals should be clear and employees 
   should be able to answer these questions:
 - Why I am doing this task?
 - How do I complete the task?
 - Is it achievable?
 - Who do I need to engage with?
 - What will success look like?

• Direction & Support – People may be operating in 
different roles or business functions and so may 
need  more direction and support than usual. You 
may wish to consider implementing a buddy system 
or support function to help them achieve their goals.

• Progress tracking – It is important that there are 
steps for tracking progress and that these are clear 
to both managers and employees. This will be 
discussed in greater detail later in this section.

Setting Short Term Goals for 
Long Term Results

In light of the evolving situation, it is important that 
leaders and managers within your business consider 
how goals are set and the type of results you expect 
to achieve.  While goals may be short-term, it is 
critical that they are still set with long term results 
in mind.  As a result, you may wish to consider the 
following questions:

• Are the goals being set to tackle the immediate 
   business concerns?  Are they also being set with 
   the wider picture in mind?
• Are the short-term goals being set achievable in the 
   current circumstances? Are they still fit for purpose?

• Do resources need to be reallocated based on the 
   strengths of each team member?
• Are the goals sufficiently challenging to keep 
   employees engaged?
• Is there additional support required for the input 
   to achieve the desired output?
• How can we build capacity for the future? Is there 
   a skills gap that we could be addressing through 
   coaching/mentoring opportunities?
• How can what we do today prepare us for what is 
   to come tomorrow? 

Setting SMART GOALS

In addition to setting short-term goals with long-
term results in mind, you will also need to ensure 
that the goals being set are still smart. SMART goals 
will provide purpose, motivate your teams, and 
maintain engagement despite the challenges we 
currently face.  

Setting Objectives & Goals
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Are the goals ‘Specific’? Will they provide  
a challenge and ‘Stretch’ your team?

Are the goals ‘Measurable’? 
Are they ‘Motivating’?

Are the goals ‘Achievable’? 
Are they also promoting ‘Accountability’?

Are the goals ‘Relevant’? 
Are they also ‘Results Driven’?

Are the goals ‘Timely’? 
Are they also ‘Tangible’?

Key Questions for SMART Goals
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Tracking the progress of your team is important, not just for measuring performance but also for the wider engagement 
and motivation of the team. When progress is tracked and monitored closely, results can be more easily measured. 

Tips for Tracking Progress

• Set KPIs and deadlines which are conducive 
to the current working arrangements; do this 
collaboratively. 

• Set milestones along the way to check in and 
conduct regular one-to-ones.

• Be clear on what success looks like.

• Consider whether tasks are continually 
moving forward or stagnating.

• Understand and address any barriers your 
team may be facing – system access, 
childcare, motivation. Shared understanding 
and empathy is critical.

• Ensure that the existing ICT and software 
solutions are supporting the current work 
arrangements.  Consider using applications 
such as Trello, Google Hangouts or Microsoft 
Project.

• Identify potential bottlenecks coming down 
the line and how they can be overcome.

• Consider how the team are maintaining client 
relationships and what initiatives they are 
taking.

• Explore how individuals are measuring their 
own performance and whether they are 
seeking feedback.

• Listen to the challenges your teams are facing 
and consider how you can support them to 
ensure results are achieved.

• Recognise and celebrate success to date, 
provide feedback within the team and from 
clients and encourage the team to keep going.

Tips for Measuring Results

• Measure the output not the input. 

• Measure employees’ ability to set and shift 
their own priorities as needed. 

• Be sure to also consider the engagement, 
participation and motivation of each 
individual.

• Seek regular feedback from employees, 
colleagues and clients. Accessing specific 
feedback from third parties can often be very 
powerful.

• Consider where employees are at in terms of 
their goals. Consider these key questions: 
- What did you achieve/what did you not 

achieve?
- What are you most proud of?
- What was the most challenging?
- What did you learn?

Tracking Progress & Measuring Results
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Giving feedback should happen throughout the performance management process and not just at the end of a 
performance review period.  This becomes even more important during a period of crisis.  Regular performance 
conversations can help to keep employees engaged and maintain morale within the team. Employees are working in a 
very different landscape and may be feeling lost and unsure. Regular feedback gives  managers the chance to reassure 
employees that they are performing to expectations and can support employees to change and correct their course 
in the event that they are not.  While there may not be huge wins to recognise, leaders and managers should  still 
celebrate the small ones.   

Recognising contribution and performance is crucial for engagement of staff during these uncertain times.  As people 
work remotely there is less chance to say ‘thank you’ for a job well done; this doesn’t have to be the case, it just 
requires more effort. It is also important to note that over a longer period, isolation can cause any employee to feel 
less “belonging” to their organisation, therefore, acknowledging performance and contribution is a great way to stay 
connected.

Tips for Recognising Performance

• As focus and goals may have changed, encourage idea sharing and recognise new ideas which are implemented.  

• An individual email or a team meeting ‘shout out’ will go a long way in keeping people motivated and engaged.

• Share photos amongst the team of people ‘getting the job done’ despite the challenges current remote working 
may be presenting such as children, pets and shared ‘home office’ space.

• Encourage ‘peer recognition’; it is a great way to maintain communication within the team.  Celebrate ‘Team 
Wins’.

• Utilise your social media channels to recognise performance and celebrate the contribution your team are 
making during these challenging times.

• If someone in the team has found a new or easier way of doing things, encourage them to share across the team 
to recognise their contribution and to encourage others to be innovative in their work practices.

• Acknowledge other CSR activities your employees are involved in such as volunteer work

Giving Feedback 

Recognising Performance
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• A company’s ability to manage the performance of its employees, especially during a period of uncertainty 
such as this will make a significant impact on how engaged and motivated they are. 

• Managing employee performance appropriately involves setting clear and smart goals, tracking progress, 
measuring results, giving feedback and recognising performance. 

• Managers should measure engagement, participation, initiative, motivation and output.

• Feedback should be both positive and constructive; it should also be specific and timely.

• Performance should be recognised on both an individual and a team basis.

Summary on Managing Performance

Covid-19: An Employer Guide to Employee Engagement & Motivation
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Disclaimer
Enterprise Ireland has made efforts to ensure the information in this general 
guide is accurate at the time of publication. However, Enterprise Ireland will 
not be liable for actions taken on the basis of this guide and advise all clients 
and businesses to take professional advice in these areas. 

About Enterprise Ireland

Enterprise Ireland is the government organisation responsible for 
the development and growth of Irish enterprises in world markets. 
We work in partnership with Irish enterprises to help them start, 
grow, innovate and win export sales in global markets. In this way, 
we support sustainable economic growth, regional development 
and secure employment.

About Conscia

Conscia is a specialist recruitment and talent management agency 
focused on supporting companies to attract, retain and engage 
the best talent. 
https://consciatraining.com


